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I was just nine years old when two men dressed in somber black suits arrived at our doorstep. I caught my first glimpse of them through the frosted glass, their posture rigid, like soldiers at attention. My sister, with my brother and me peeking from behind, curiously opened the door and inquired about their purpose. The shorter of the two men uttered it, matter-of-factly, as if they were informing us of a mundane matter, such as a forgotten garden hose or a neighborhood garage sale: "Your parents have passed away." At that moment, I recall my sister's hand clutching the doorknob tightly and the distant rumble of a garbage truck compounding trash at the end of our driveway. The taller man swiftly turned his head, startled by the noise.

"Car accident," the shorter man added, yet the pause before he spoke seared a lasting memory into my consciousness. Back then, the grim news meant I would navigate my pre-teen and teenage years without parents, grappling with the accompanying emotions and intermittent loneliness accompanying such a loss. It would profoundly reshape my existence, leaving scars deeper than I could fathom. In the years to come, the dreadful news would revisit me sporadically, an indelible childhood nightmare.

Following our parents' demise, my sister Crystal, a decade our senior, assumed both mother and father roles, a challenging responsibility for all of us. My brother Kenny and I eagerly sought independence once we reached the legal age, eager to grant Crystal the chance to relish the remnants of her youth. Upon leaving home, Kenny and I drifted from one job to another while Crystal pursued an Education degree. From then on, we orbited each other like distant planets—occasionally drawing near but often traversing vast distances. We were all compelled to mature prematurely. As for our parents' tragic fate, we never broached the subject again, not amongst ourselves and not with anyone else. Nonetheless, that fateful day remained etched in our memories, and I realized I would only place my trust in my immediate family for the remainder of my life. Henceforth, like countless other young individuals, my journey centered on discovering my life's purpose, a quest I anticipated would prove daunting, if not insurmountable.
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Two decades later, on a cold, rainy March evening, I arrived at the Gaylord National Resort and Convention Center to meet my girlfriend, Amber, for a charity art auction. The entrance was swarmed with taxis and limousines, and the doorman, clad in a bright red brocade coat, dashed back and forth between the vehicles and the entrance, his umbrella occasionally flipping inside out in the gusty wind. Initially, I kept my umbrella closed, stepping into a deep puddle that drenched my shoes and cuffs. I quickly opened my umbrella and moved toward the door, where I noticed a nun exiting the taxi behind mine, alone and without an umbrella. I stepped back to offer her shelter without hesitation and escorted her to the door. She was tall and slender. Once we were beneath the canopy, she thanked me in a raspy voice, and we parted ways. Drenched, I darted inside, determined not to be drawn into any further Good Samaritan roles by my conscience.

In her typically assertive manner, Amber had insisted that I was to meet her at the massive three-tiered fountain in the hotel lobby, so I made my way in that direction.

My brother, who always was in the middle of trouble, had introduced me to Amber about a year and a half earlier. Conveniently, he neglected to mention until months later that he had dated Amber until about a year before introducing us. I never quite felt comfortable with that part of her past. I was meeting her at the event because she was coming straight from work while I was coming straight from the couch in my apartment.

As I walked toward our rendezvous point, I couldn't help but dwell on the fact that our relationship had been rocky for the past four weeks. Amber was eager to get married, and I wasn't ready. Though she never explicitly said it, I sensed that I didn't match many of the qualities she envisioned in her ideal husband. She disapproved of my career choices, which had been aimless up to that point. We also disagreed on various other issues, including our political views. I tended to straddle the center while her views leaned hard left. Despite the underlying tension in our relationship, my plan for the evening was to make the best of it and avoid conflicts. However, things would only partially unfold as I had hoped.

The typical Washington Elite attended this charity art auction, or as I liked to call them, the Washington "effete." The only reason I had agreed to attend was that I was on a quest to find some clue, idea, or opportunity that would lead me to my lifelong passion and the perfect career connection. Until that point in my life, I had drifted from one dead-end job to another. I had tried Georgetown University for a couple of years, but the student body didn't quite suit me. Having been a Boy Scout during my childhood, I briefly entertained the idea of teaching Outward Bound programs, but I abandoned that after just one summer of leading uncooperative youngsters through the wilderness.

Most of them were as disinterested in the program as I was. That job left me feeling like I was stuck in my early childhood. Finally, I joined the Army, which was a lot like the Boy Scouts and Outward Bound, only with older participants, stricter rules, and harsher consequences for rule violations. I earned the rank of sergeant, but the role grew tedious, and I disliked taking orders, especially as it seemed that the longer I served, the more nonsensical the orders became. The Army was my longest job, but re-enlisting was not an option. Since then, I had been hoping for inspiration to strike, but it had yet to happen. Now, I was seeking inspiration at an event I could barely tolerate, hoping for something to change, and unexpectedly, something did.

I reached our meeting point, the enormous fountain in the main entrance atrium, at around 7:45 PM, dressed uncomfortably in my ill-fitting, damp, rented tuxedo. I must have been lost in thought because I was startled when Amber appeared before me at 8:10 PM, fashionably late. She was adorned in one of those classic "little black dresses" that women always seem to have in their closets, a single strand of pink-hued pearls, and high-heeled black patent leather shoes. At that moment, she reminded me of my sister. It struck me odd that she wore black, considering her hair was a shiny chocolate brown; I thought a color matching her hair might have suited her better. But then again, what did a twenty-nine-year-old guy know about how a twenty-six-year-old woman should dress? We looked like a pair of mismatched penguins, with me standing at six feet two inches tall and her at a mere five feet one inch. Unfortunately, her expression didn't match her fashionable appearance.

"Jake, early as usual," she remarked with a hint of irritation, glancing at her watch.

"Wouldn't want to keep you waiting," I replied with my most charming smile, but she didn't return it. A dark cloud seemed to hang over her demeanor more and more often lately, and it didn't sit well with me. It was a shame because her moodiness detracted from her otherwise striking appearance. Despite her gloom, I was determined to make the evening enjoyable.

As I took her arm, I noticed a man rushing by, perspiration glistening on his face. He wore a disheveled tan suit and was underdressed for a black-tie event like this. For a moment, I entertained thoughts of a potential terrorist attack. Terrorists had targeted the Munich Olympics a decade earlier, and the United States' relations with radical groups in the Middle East had deteriorated steadily since then. My concern might have turned into action if he had been younger and appeared Middle Eastern. However, he looked quite ordinary, fair-skinned, and empty-handed, so I dismissed him, thinking he might be a bartender or a late-arriving waiter. In hindsight, I should have been more attentive.

Amber and I strolled peacefully through the crowd of guests, who represented the typical Washington elite – politicians, influential lobbyists, well-connected defense contractors, oil industry executives, and foreign dignitaries with diplomatic immunity. The lawyer-to-civilian ratio was probably at least three to one, another aspect of Washington that irked me – too many lawyers and not enough everyday people running the country. My negative mindset continued to color my perspective, distracting me from the event.

As we meandered through the maze of partitions in the expansive convention hall, the organizers had transformed the otherwise sterile, rectangular space into what resembled a city version of a corn maze. Much of the art to be auctioned was displayed on these partitions. We navigated through various art pieces, small stands, and tables while people lined up at portable bars, clamoring for their first of many cocktails for the evening. The event aimed to sell artworks, with a portion of the proceeds going to charity and the remainder to the artists. Years of encounters with slick salespeople had made me cynical, and I couldn't help but view the whole affair as a ploy to help struggling artists sell works that they would never otherwise sell, all while splitting the proceeds with a charity that seemed to spend a disproportionate amount on overhead. My jaded perspective on both the art world and my relationship with Amber was not helping me enjoy the evening, and I couldn't help but wonder if this negativity was stemming from something deeper within me.

Amber stopped in front of a mixed-media three-dimensional piece that captured the essence of everything I considered disgusting—clashing colors, body parts not meant for public display and grotesque rearrangement of those body parts. The artist stood proudly beside her masterpiece, explaining its inspiration to an older couple whose faces were scrunched like prunes. I’m not sure what the black-haired, gypsy-like, Bohemian artist was trying to convey, but she interested me far more than her artwork and was put together better. She sported multi-colored parrot tattoos on both biceps, multi-location piercings, and black net stockings that traveled a long way before disappearing beneath her short black leather skirt. I forced myself to wander on, leaving Amber to listen to what had to be an exercise in rationalizing the irrational.

After walking ahead, past a few more “works of art,” I looked back to check on Amber. She appeared to have fallen under the spell of an old, grey-bearded gentleman who must have been an Ambassador from some small Latin American country, based on the cluster of ribbons on his chest and a gold medallion hanging from a chain around his neck. I backtracked and sidled up to the pair to try to peel Amber away. She didn’t peel easily, but I was finally able to move her along.

The crowd appeared to be that typical Washington melting pot of back-slapping, back-stabbing politicians, money-wielding lobbyists, glutted defense contractors, oil industry bigwigs, and foreign dignitaries with diplomatic immunity—that unfettered right to break our laws without consequences. The ratio of lawyers to regular people had to be at least three to one, another thing that galled me about Washington—too many damned lawyers and not enough average Joes running the country. My negative mindset continued to distort my attitude, distracting me.

Moseying along with Amber, among those who consider themselves important, I suddenly noticed something happening. A muscular, dark-skinned, dark-haired man carrying a metal briefcase was hurrying through the crowd on a determined beeline toward the man in the tan suit, the one we had seen earlier. The rumpled man stood alone, apart from the crowd, across the room. At an event like this, being so underdressed, the man should have stood out like a cornstalk in a soybean field. However, he was so nondescript and low-key that he nearly disappeared into the woodwork. When the dark-haired man got to the rumpled man, he first tried to get the man to take the silver case, but when the rumpled man balked, the dark-haired man forced the handle into the rumpled man’s hand. He did so by forcing the man’s fingers around the handle of the case, using the firm grip of one hand, while placing, with his free hand, a handcuff around the rumpled man’s wrist, connected to a chain running from the case.

The dark-haired man then hurried to a side exit door, and as he stepped through, shots rang out from the other side of the door. Then, a single hand holding an automatic machine pistol came around that exit doorway and began firing into the room. The arm looked wiry and thin, like a woman’s. Guests dove, scattered, and screamed. I pushed Amber to the floor and crouched over her. Bullets were sprayed around the room but seemed to be going over peoples’ heads—high, on purpose, either by incompetence or nerves. A couple of bullets smashed into the giant overhead chandeliers, showering some of the crowd with glass shards. To my surprise, several guests were armed, quickly drew weapons, and returned fire. Bullet holes peppered the door and surrounding wall. By that time, the arm was gone, and so was the shooter. The armed guests cautiously pursued the shooter down the hallway behind the door. Having moved to my left, I caught a brief glimpse through the doorway of the body of the dark-haired courier lying on the floor in a growing pool of bright red blood. I helped Amber to her feet. She seemed more perturbed at my holding her down like I had spoiled her party, than grateful that I might have saved her life. She stomped out of the room.

Soon, the armed guests returned to the main room. I read their return as a sign that the shooter had escaped. Then, I noticed that the man in the rumpled tan suit was now crumpled himself, lying on the floor in a pool of blood, still clutching the briefcase handle. As the shock wore off, I saw other guests cautiously rising from the floor and rushing out the door. The action was over, and Amber had left the room, so I checked on the rumpled man.

One of the armed men, calling over a walky-talky for an ambulance, rushed over to the rumpled man as I had. A second armed man was visible through the side exit door, checking the courier, and he quickly signaled to the man standing next to me that the courier was expired. I felt for the rumpled man’s pulse—it was gone. Another agent yelled out for all to hear, “Don’t worry; it’s all over. We’re secret service agents. We had no idea anything like this would happen. Please remain calm, wait outside this room, and do not leave until we interview you.” He then walked over to where I was bending over the rumpled man and tried to pry the briefcase from his hand but soon discovered the handcuff. I then realized that the shooter from the stairwell only started shooting randomly over the crowd as a diversion after hitting their specific target. The man on the floor had three bullet holes clustered closely in his chest and one in the center of his forehead. Those were not random hits.

I bent down to get a closer look at the man. I noticed Amber waving me out of the room from the corner of my eye. Before I left, I saw a scrawl of blood on the floor. It looked like the letters “NWO,” whatever NWO was. I couldn’t imagine what the scrawl meant, but I figured that would be a good puzzle for the Secret Service. The agents standing around the man didn’t appear to notice or didn’t care about the scrawl. One agent even stepped on it, mostly obliterating it. His inattention to detail appeared unintentional, but I wasn’t sure. That puzzle, if it survived, would fall under the purview of the team that would come to photograph the scene and remove the body. I was surprised by my interest in what happened, including its aftermath, and my coolness throughout. A prenatal idea began to form in my mind. I went to find Amber in the lobby.

Most other attendees, including artists and organizers, were pacing around, talking nervously and speculating about what had transpired. Amber was once again working the crowd. One man claimed to have overheard a conversation between two agents, suggesting that the man who had been shot had been involved in spying on the United States and that they were taking his body and the briefcase to Langley.

"That's odd," I mused to myself. "Langley is the CIA's headquarters, not the Secret Service's. Why would Secret Service agents transport the man's body and briefcase there? After all, the CIA is prohibited by law from operating within the United States, although I suspected they had their ways."

After two hours of agents collecting names, contact information, and witness accounts, they finally informed us that we were free to leave. I wasn't ready to go yet, as I found the situation fascinating.

A thought suddenly surfaced as I searched for Amber, assuming she was still mingling with the political crowd. It hit me like a linebacker blindsiding a quarterback: a career in the CIA. It seemed like something I could embrace. It offered a sense of teamwork, excitement, and the potential for diverse experiences over time. After gaining some investigative experience, I could even dig into the mystery of our parents' deaths. Excitedly, I intensified my search for Amber to share my revelation with her. I eventually found her conversing with a British lobbyist and pulled her aside.

"Hey, honey, I've figured it out," I said.

"What did you figure out now?" she asked.

"I've figured out what I want to do for a career," I replied.

Her face lit up noticeably. "Wow, that's great! What is it?"

"I want to become a CIA agent."

However, her enthusiasm quickly faded, and her mood darkened once more. It was clear that she loathed the idea.

"Are you crazy?" she exclaimed. "You'll be constantly on the move, possibly in danger. If you think that's the life that I want to be a part of, you're dead wrong. And think about it – if we ever had children and something happened to you, it would be a repeat of what you went through – losing your parents, just like when you were a kid."

Her last comment stung, momentarily causing doubt to creep in. But then I recalled how my sister had raised my brother and me during those difficult times. We had come out of it alive, mostly well-adjusted, and still on speaking terms, at least occasionally. Moreover, I wasn't married to Amber, had no immediate plans for marriage, and certainly hadn't considered having children anytime soon. So, I dismissed her concerns.

"Seriously, that's what I want to do," I affirmed.

"Well, if you're serious, then I wish you the best," she said, spinning on her heels and walking away. She added over her shoulder, "I want no part of that."

With a wave of her hand, she departed without looking back. I didn't see or hear from Amber again that evening and had no idea how she had gotten home. I assumed she took a taxi. As for me, my excitement lingered, even though I had forgotten to retrieve my umbrella.

I was aware that I would start at the bottom, much like an apprentice, but I believed that I could gradually progress into a challenging and fulfilling position with a variety of assignments. For the first time in a while, I felt genuinely content, believing I had found something that could hold my interest for the long term, or so I thought. I couldn't help but ponder the mysterious man in the rumpled suit. What had that been all about?

The morning after the charity event, I decided to visit Amber's apartment, apologize, and see if any hope was left for our relationship. I picked up some freshly made bagels and the Sunday paper and headed over early. I had a key, and the fact that she hadn't asked for it back suggested something. I let myself in and went to the kitchen counter to grind the French Dark Roast coffee, which I knew she loved. The floorboards creaked above me, indicating that she was awake. "She's up," I thought, setting out two cups. I grabbed a tray and assembled the bagels, steaming coffee, and newspaper before going to the stairs. I heard giggling from upstairs, which reminded me that Amber enjoyed old comedy movies. I smiled as I approached her bedroom door, struggling to balance the tray and turn the handle. But then I heard giggling again, only this time, it was deeper and gruff, not Amber's.

Not Amber? My heart sank. She was in bed with a guy. In bed with a guy! I stepped back, almost out of the room, and saw Amber clutching the bedsheets to her collarbones while some guy attempted to squeeze his skinny legs into his jeans. I stared at him, and he stared back at me. It was like looking in a mirror. "Hi, Bro," he said, smoothing his hair.

I was so shocked that my response was feeble. I set the tray on the dresser by the door before storming out, blurting, "God, I just can't trust anyone anymore." As a parting gesture, I picked up the bag of bagels and hurled it in their direction. It was a mild reaction, considering the circumstances. I should have been angrier, but for some reason, I didn't feel as upset as I thought I should. I also felt a strange sense of relief, realizing that, in this case, ending the relationship wouldn't be as difficult as I had feared.

Back home, I pulled my dusty old car out of my apartment building's garage, a car I rarely drove in the city, and hit the road with no particular destination in mind. I needed to clear my head. At first, I drove aimlessly, which was easy given the haphazard layout of the roads in DC. Eventually, I headed into Virginia, passed the Marine Corps Museum at Quantico, and even went as far as Colonial Williamsburg. I decided to turn back before reaching the Norfolk tunnel and headed north again. Somewhere in Yorktown, I stopped for lunch while pondering the state of my life.

Eventually, I concluded that my sister might be the only person who could understand my confusion and offer valuable advice. So, I drove to her house in Georgetown. It was a modest home, mortgage-free, thanks to the life insurance our parents had left us. I hadn't seen her or the house in a while, and truthfully, I mostly wanted to share the story of our brother Kenny's misdeeds with her, as she had always been a mother figure in our lives.

Arriving late in the afternoon, I rang the doorbell out of politeness, even though I still had a key to the house on my keychain. She answered the door and left it open for me to enter. She led me to the living room and settled onto the couch. I closed the door behind me and joined her.

"So, what's been going on with you lately?" she asked. "You look like you've been through quite a night."

I proceeded to recount the events involving Amber and our dear brother Kenny. She expressed her frustration with Kenny but didn't offer to take any drastic action, as I had half-heartedly hoped she might. I also shared my thoughts about the charity art fundraiser and my recent contemplation of my future.

"I've been thinking about a new career direction," I confessed.

"You don't even have a career, do you?" she inquired. "Why don't you consider going back to the Army? I'm sure they'd be glad to have you back and might even offer to send you to Officer Candidate School."

"That's not an option," I replied. "I can't handle that level of structure and authority."

"Everyone has to deal with structure and authority at some point in their lives," she reasoned. "It's a pervasive part of society unless you plan to buy or take over some remote island nation and declare yourself king or dictator."

"Even as a dictator, I'd probably have to deal with internal power struggles," I said. "But that's not what I had in mind. I was thinking about joining the CIA as a field agent."

Her reaction was explosive as if I had ignited a stick of dynamite. "Absolutely not," she exclaimed. "You're not going down that path. It's far too dangerous. You'd be sent to who knows where, and the government would disavow any knowledge of your existence if things went wrong in a foreign country. It's more perilous than the Army, and they probably have more structure and authority than you can imagine. Plus, you'd be working alone in a foreign land where you don't even speak the language. At least in the Army, you have comrades watching your back."

"Well," I said, undeterred, "I've decided. It's the only thing I want to do."

"Don't do it, please," she pleaded. After a brief pause, she added, "I know how stubborn you can be. Promise me you'll think this through thoroughly before making any commitments."

"I will, but I don't think it will make any difference," I replied, although I wasn't entirely sincere. My sister sensed that, too.

"They probably won't hire you without a background in accounting or law or fluency in several foreign languages," she continued. "All I can say is, if you were looking for my approval, you've come to the wrong place. I believe it's a terrible idea."

She walked to a drawer in her china cabinet and retrieved something from it.

"Here," she said, handing me a small cross. "Take this and wear it. If you somehow do join, maybe it'll offer you some protection. It's a cross I brought back from Assisi, Italy, from the Franciscans. Perhaps it'll keep you safe or prevent you from rash decisions."

I draped the wooden cross, about an inch and a half long, on a leather cord around my neck and tucked it inside my shirt. Then, it hit me.

"Wait," I said. "You went to Italy last year? How come I didn't know about that?"

She hesitated before responding. "Well, I went with someone I wasn't sure would turn into a long-term relationship. I didn't tell you or Kenny because I didn't want to field questions about him that I wasn't prepared to answer."

"Man," I said. "You were out of the country, and I had no idea. And you were with someone significant enough to travel with, and I didn't know about it. I guess I've been too absorbed in my world. Can we make more of an effort to stay in touch this year?"

"You can count on it," she assured me.

As I left her house, I overheard her muttering, "It'll never happen! So, find something else to do."

My decision was firm. I went home and submitted my application to the CIA.
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In a couple of weeks, I received a phone call inviting me to an interview with the CIA. 

In another week and a half, I survived three more interviews and filled out dozens of forms, including everything I could remember about my past. In another week, I received a letter welcoming me to a final selection process.

Enclosed with the letter were an airline ticket to Flagstaff, Arizona, and a rental car reservation. Included with the tickets were directions to a remote area in Arizona near a town called Tusayan. I had no idea where that was or what lay ahead, but I was as excited as a kid at Christmas. Due to leaving in two days, I called my sister to tell her, but she didn’t answer, so I left a simple message on her recorder for her to call me right away. I was already practicing keeping my involvement with a spy agency unspoken.

She hadn’t called me back by morning, so I called her again. Still no answer. As it was the time when she would typically be teaching, I even tried calling her school. She had given me the number months back in case I needed to reach her during the day. They said she wasn’t there but wouldn’t give me further information. Beginning to worry, I drove to her house to make sure she was okay.

When I got there, I became concerned when I saw several days of newspapers scattered around her door. I knocked, and when I got no answer, I used my key to open the door. I brought the old newspapers inside and dropped them on her coffee table. The house was clean, and I found no sign of her having been there recently or hinting at where she might be. She still had clothes in her bedroom closet, her trash had been emptied, and nothing she left in the refrigerator looked like it would spoil soon.

While pondering in her living room, I noticed a scrapbook sitting on a bookshelf. I opened it and was surprised to see many travel photos. There were pictures of her in Rome and Paris with some guy I’d never seen or heard of. The photos had a small year printed along their edges. Because the years were different on two of the pictures, the last two years, I could tell they were from different trips. She kept this guy secret even though she had traveled with him at least twice. I also noticed that while the two of them appeared together in several photos, they showed no sign of a relationship. They were never holding hands, leaning on each other, or touching. It seemed like a strange relationship. Like she said, she wasn’t that wild about the guy and just wanted a traveling companion. There was something about the guy that made me uncomfortable, but I couldn’t put my finger on why. He was about her age, mid-thirties, and about six feet tall with very dark eyes, a full head of dark brown hair, and a skin tone like but different from Hispanic or Mediterranean. I didn’t see him as her type; frankly, he looked a little creepy to me.

Seeing that she wasn’t home, I convinced myself to stop worrying about her. I knew she was an independent, intelligent soul who had lived independently for years and could handle herself in tight situations. At the time, I had no idea how much my assessment of her would turn out to be incredibly understated. Believing she must be away for a few days, I left a note asking her to call me the first chance she got—that I had some good news. The next day, I was on the plane to Arizona. I didn’t hear from her before I left.
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During my drive from Flagstaff to Tusayan, the beauty of the Arizona desert landscape reminded me of the old cowboy movies I had watched on TV as a kid. I wondered if a ghost town would suddenly materialize around the next bend in the road. To my surprise, the next turn revealed a sign announcing the entrance to the Kaibab National Forest. The scenery transformed into dense stands of pine, fir, and Aspen trees, offering breathtaking views. The faint, pleasant aroma of pine pitch from the surrounding forest wafted through the air, reminiscent of a high-quality car air freshener. I pondered why the CIA had chosen such a remote location for the interview process when it could have efficiently been conducted at Langley, close to home. At least they had advised me to wear shorts and a T-shirt due to the scorching heat, which was quickly over 90 degrees in the shade.

My concern grew as the directions led me to turn off Highway 180/64 onto a Forest Service road. I wondered if I was the target of a cruel joke, an elaborate initiation ritual, or an orienteering test like what I endured in the Army. Or it was merely a case of receiving wrong directions. Just then, I reached the crest of a hill and saw a large flat parking lot nestled in a swale below, teeming with cars and around a hundred other candidates. There was no sign of civilization except for a canal lined with massive granite rocks that
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