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Synopsis

Dayle Salvesen, a bestselling spy novelist from
Wisconsin, arrives in London for a writers’ conference only to be
told that her best friend and former lover, Celia Frost, has died
under mysterious circumstances. Or has she? There’s no sign of
Celia’s body, and Celia’s flat contains items suggesting she
planned to travel. Dayle joins forces with Celia’s ex-girlfriend,
Nigerian-British university lecturer Edwina Adebayo, to
investigate. Hampering their efforts is Detective Constable Andrea
Callaway, who claims that Celia, who ran a refugee center, profited
financially from her work rescuing trafficked sex slaves.

The deeper Dayle and Edwina dig, the more Dayle
questions not only how well she knew Celia, but also how well she
knows herself.
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Dedication

For Yaya, so she’ll stop bugging me to write a
mystery…


The heart of the person before you is a mirror. See
there your own form.

 


—Shinto


Chapter One

Wednesday, March 23

6:42 a.m.

 


The talkative Belgian at my elbow concerns me more
than the potential terrorist across the aisle in seat 46D. Sure,
46D could kill all of us onboard this loaded 747 at any moment, but
the Belgian’s incessant speculation about our deaths has me truly
frightened. “Ze air would rush from ze cabin, of course, in ze
first few moments…”

Ignoring the Belgian, I pray. And there went a man
of the house of Levi, and took to wife a daughter of Levi…

46D is ringed with sweat. His heavy-lidded eyes dart
to the overhead luggage rack; muscles spasm in his neck.

And the woman conceived, and bare a son…

A press of air and a deep creaking as the Belgian
shifts in his seat. “Can’t you hear his briefcase ticking?” The
Belgian’s breath is sour with Chardonnay and soft cheeses.
“Tick-tock. Tick-tock.”

And when she saw him that he was a goodly child…

6:42 a.m. Seven hours and fifteen minutes into a
seven-hour-forty-minute flight from Chicago to London. Why would
46D wait so long to detonate? The Belgian reads my mind. “He’ll
wait until we’re over London,” he intones. “Ze more casualties, ze
better.”

She took for him an ark of bulrushes…

I peer out the window. The thinning clouds reveal a
patchwork quilt of rich English soil, squares of deep emerald green
rising and falling like steady sighs toward the horizon. I long to
touch that damp familiar land and inhale the cool fetid loam. But
if I die, we’ll be together. No. Don’t think that. When you reach
London, you’ll see Cecelia Frost. Just pray: She took for him an
ark of bulrushes, and daubed it with slime and with pitch…

“Oh my God! Look!” The female voice is garrulously
American. 46D stands, clutching his briefcase and caressing the
handle.

“It’s Candee Cronin!”

Not again.

“Hey, Candee!” The woman barrels toward me, waving a
tattered paperback whose cover proclaims: Assignment: Prague—A
Redleigh Smith Mystery.

The woman stops in the aisle beside me, beaming.

“I’m sorry, but I’m not Candee Cronin,” I
explain.

The woman—a tall Texan with shellacked hair and
oversized silver jewelry—turns the book, revealing a photograph of
a thirtysomething woman with bobbed black hair, pale skin, and
round blue eyes.

“But Miss Cronin,” she protests, indicating the
photo, “here y’all are! I’m only like your biggest fan!”

46D, still clutching his briefcase, squeezes past the
Texan and stumbles into the aisle.

The woman holds out her heavily jeweled hand. “Audrey
Fiscus,” she drawls. “It’s such an honor. Assignment:
Bangkok is my all-time favorite. When Redleigh rescues those
Green Berets…!”

I shake Audrey’s hand as 46D straightens himself and
moves toward the restroom. I scan his shoes for exposed wires or a
lightable device. “Nice to meet you,” I tell Audrey. “But my name
is Dayle Salvesen.”

Audrey drops my hand and gazes at the paperback,
puzzled. “For real? This picture sure looks like you.”

I force a smile. “My name is Dayle.”

“Sorry.” Audrey blushes amiably, but then her eyes
narrow. “Unless Dayle is just your alias. Your nom de plume.” She
shoves the book at the Belgian. “Don’t y’all think this is
her?”

The Belgian sizes up the photo, then shakes his head.
“Non. Ze bone structure is not ze same.”

46D disappears through the lavatory’s folding door. I
brace for the explosion, followed by nothing but blue sky for
15,000 feet.

Audrey frowns at the jacket photo. “But check out the
eyebrow. There’s a little scar right below, and this gal here”—she
peers over the Belgian and straight into my face—“has the same
little scar.”

I pull my battered passport from my backpack and hand
it to Audrey. She flips it open and reads: “Surname: Salvesen.
Given names: Dayle Anne.” Her face falls. “Oh,” she says.
“Sorry.”

“No problem.” I take back the passport. “I’m
flattered, in fact.”

“They’re turning her books into a TV series.” Audrey
brightens. “Starring Hilary Duff.”

“So I’ve heard.”

A bell chimes, the seat belt sign blinks on, and a
clipped female voice, quintessentially British, comes over the
loudspeaker: Ladies and gentlemen, we’re about to begin our
initial descent into London Heathrow. Please return to your seats,
fasten your seat belts, stow and lock your tray tables, and return
your seats to an upright position.

Audrey squints at me, then rocks back on her heels.
“You know, you don’t really look much like her at all. Frenchie
here is right.”

“Oh, well.” I return the passport to my backpack. “We
can’t all be famous authors.”

Audrey shuffles back to her seat. Meanwhile, 46D has
yet to emerge. Several passengers mass at the lavatory door—a bored
teenage girl, a frail elderly man in a fedora, a mother clutching a
feisty, red-faced baby. The first casualties, I think bleakly, and
return to my prayer: And she put the child therein; and she laid
it in the flags by the river’s brink…

The corpulent Belgian in his creased linen suit
reaches into the seat pocket and pulls out the international
edition of the New York Times. UK Terror
Alert Highest Ever, the 24-point headline proclaims.
Authorities Fear Attack is Imminent.

The Belgian, sensing me peering over his shoulder,
raps the paper with his meaty knuckles. “Frightening, non?
It won’t be much longer now.”

Where is 46D? I close my eyes and pray. And his
sister stood afar off, to wit what would be done to him…

Pressure builds behind my ears as the plane begins
its descent. And the daughter of Pharaoh came down…

My temples pound. We’re so close now. The next twenty
minutes will either bring safety, or annihilation.

Ten minutes later a shadow darkens my eyelids. I look
up as 46D returns to his seat. Without his briefcase. Oh no.
I flip open my seat belt and begin to stand. The stewardess rushes
down the aisle, briefcase slapping her narrow hip. “Sir?” She is
breathless. “You forgot this.” She holds out the briefcase and 46D
accepts it, blinking a wordless thanks. A dark yoke of sweat
spreads from his shoulders to his chest.

A bump, then grinding. Oh God. No, it’s just
the landing gear. 46D rests the briefcase on his lap and fiddles
with the locks. Five minutes to touchdown—it will either happen
now, or not at all. Just pray: And the daughter of Pharaoh came
down to bathe at the river; and her maidens walked along by the
river’s side…

My ears pop. The ambient aircraft noises rush in to
fill the void, sounding huge and malevolent.

…and she saw the ark among the flags, and sent her
handmaid to fetch it.

The wheels touch ground. Gravity captures the
aircraft, drawing me backward and sucking my tailbone deep into the
upholstered seat. Buildings, hangars, and other aircraft poised for
takeoff shoot past in a blur as we hurtle forward, at one with the
earth and all its forces once again. 46D doesn’t scare me
anymore.

And she opened it, and saw the child: and, behold,
the babe wept. “The babe wept,” I echo, releasing my fists.

As the plane taxies to the gate, the Belgian grabs my
arm with an unexpected intensity. His eyes, formerly a washed-out
bluish gray, have turned small and steely in the now more natural
light. “Ze flight is over but ze danger remains,” he warns. “Safety
is only an illusion.”

*

The Belgian’s words still ring in my ears as I wait
in line at passport control. “What is the nature of your visit?”
the officer asks when I reach the front. His ID badge says
Geoffrey Curzon and he is a thin civil-servant type with a
receding hairline and pinched, colorless lips.

“Attending a conference.”

“I see.” He riffles through my passport. “You’ve
spent a great deal of time in the UK.”

“Yes.”

“Over the course of several years.” He licks a
fingertip, then pages through my passport again, this time in
reverse.

“Yes.” The strap of my laptop bag presses heavily
against my neck.

“Conference, you say?”

“That’s right. I’m giving the keynote speech.” I pull
a small white envelope from my backpack and place it on the
countertop.

Curzon opens the envelope, takes out the invitation,
and types something into his computer. His eyebrows arch as his
pupils collapse to tiny slits.

“Please come with me, Miss Salvesen.”

“Why?”

“Just come with me.” He steps down from his stool and
around his glass-sided pod. Clutching my arm, he leads me out of
passport control, through a bank of elevators, and down a long,
narrow, darkened hallway. He opens a door, one of several in a row,
and guides me into a small, windowless room with bare white walls,
two metal chairs, and a clear Plexiglas table. Another man, already
inside and leaning, arms folded, against the far wall, motions for
me to drop my bags and extend my arms. The heavyset fellow steps
closer, waves an electronic wand over me, then starts to pat me
down. My eye is level with his ID badge, which reads Barry
Everton.

“I’d prefer a female officer,” I say carefully.

Everton’s bloodshot eyes retract into the folds of
his fleshy face. “If you insist. But it might be a while.”

“All right then.” I sigh and lift my arms again, just
wanting to get this over. No doubt Celia is already waiting for me
in the arrivals area. I can just see her, clutching an unlit
cigarette, with her hair disheveled and day-old mascara smeared
across her cheek. She is defiantly beautiful as she slouches,
tapping her foot.

Everton’s plump, stubby hands are lewd and brutish,
lingering at my breasts and cupping my butt. I fight back
tears.

“Take a seat,” Everton orders, pointing to one of the
small metal chairs. Geoffrey Curzon flips the invitation onto the
table. “This is for a Candee Cronin,” he says as I sit down.

“Yes. That’s my pseudonym.”

No response.

“You know—my pen name.”

Curzon and Everton exchange glances without saying a
word.

Nervous, I continue. “I’m speaking on Contemporary
Genre Fiction and the Post-Feminist Paradigm. I’ll be explaining
how, by embracing seemingly stereotypical female pursuits such as
shopping and romance, our protagonists are in fact creating a new,
and ultimately empowering, feminist norm.”

Everton grabs the other chair and straddles it,
pressing his weight against the table. The thin, efficient Curzon,
still standing, picks up my passport and cracks it open, bending
back the cover. He licks his index finger and pages through it,
nodding. I know what he sees: Bangkok, Jakarta, Hamburg…

“Miss Cronin…”

“My name is Dayle Salvesen.”

“Miss Cronin, did you travel to Madrid on the
fifteenth of January this year?”

Madrid? “Yes. For the book fair.”

“And did you travel from Munich to Budapest on the
second of February?”

“Yes. For a literary festival.” My voice quivers.
“Look, call my agent in New York. Call the conference organizers
here in London. I’m sure we can sort this out.”

I’m interrupted by a knock at the door. “Come,”
Everton barks. A young woman in uniform enters. She could have
frisked me. She hands Everton a folded piece of paper, whispers in
his ear, and quickly retreats. Everton leans forward. His meaty
forearms flatten on the table, looking as pink and greasy as boiled
hams.

“Miss Cronin, I’m afraid you won’t be allowed to
enter the UK today.”

“Why not?” My head spins.

“Your name is on the terrorist watch list.”


Chapter Two

Wednesday

7:54 a.m.

 


Everton slaps the paper on the table in front of me.
It’s a photocopied mug shot of a young, dark-haired woman with a
hard-set mouth and pale, penetrating eyes.

“Candace Marie Cronin. Age thirty-four. Known IRA
associate. Born in Dublin but travels on an American passport,”
Everton recites.

“So?”

“Arrested two years ago in Madrid. Served six months
in Holloway prison.”

I glance at the photo again and make the connection.
“You think that’s me?”

“Can’t deny the resemblance.”

“But I’m really a blonde,” I say, then realize that
Terrorist Candace might be naturally blond too. “Look, you’ve got
my passport. I am Dayle Anne Salvesen, born in Green Bay,
Wisconsin, on February 17th, 1978, to Sven and Katherine
Salvesen.”

“Tell us again why you are here.”

“For the Women and Fiction conference. It’s tonight
at Dartmouth House, sponsored by The English-Speaking Union. I’m
giving the keynote speech.”

“I see. And why do you continue returning to the
UK?”

“Because I like the place?”

Everton is not amused. “We’ve called for our
supervisor,” he warns.

“Good.” I cross my arms and try to sound brave.
“He’ll see that I’m Dayle Salvesen.” I am aware that beneath their
polite and deferential exteriors, the British are tough customers.
How worried should I be?

“Whom will you visit during your stay?” Curzon asks,
pacing behind Everton.

“You want their names?” My voice cracks. The British
devised the infamous so-called five techniques of interrogation
during Operation Demetrius in Northern Ireland in the early
1970s.

“Yes, their names,” Everton growls.

The five techniques of interrogation are wall
standing, hooding, noise bombardment, sleep deprivation, and
deprivation of food and water. I doubt I could survive any one of
them, much less all five.

“Names? There’s so many.” I stall. Instinctively I
want to protect Cecelia. From what, I do not know. “I first lived
in the UK as an exchange student in high school. Then study abroad,
junior year of college. I did my MA in Norwich and lived in London
for two years after that. I must know hundreds of Britons.”

“Why do you possess this invitation for Candee
Cronin?”

“I told you—that’s my pen name.” My fictional
heroine, Redleigh Smith, is a C-level graduate of the US military’s
SERE program: Survival, Evasion, Resistance, Escape. Neither
Redleigh nor I will go down without a fight.

“Something wrong with your real name?” Curzon
poses.

“If Dayle Salvesen is your real name,” Everton
taunts.

“It’s complicated,” I say evasively. What do they
actually do to people in these situations? Torture? Waterboarding?
They don’t really think I’m a terrorist, do they?

“We’ve got time,” Curzon offers.

“All the time in the world,” Everton adds.

I sit forward, place my palms on the cool Plexiglas
table, and take a deep breath before speaking. “My publisher
suggested I use a new name when I started writing thrillers.” I
don’t reveal that, in fact, I had to use a pseudonym—my
Dayle Salvesen books sold so poorly I was told I would never be
published again, except as someone else.

“Why Candee Cronin?”

I shake my head, maintaining eye contact. I must stay
strong; they will exploit any sign of weakness. “No reason. Had I
known about Candace Marie Cronin, I’d have picked something else.”
Will they at least let me call a lawyer? What will my family be
told?

A staccato knock rattles the door behind me.
Startled, I jump. Everton eyes me icily. “Anything else you’d like
to tell us?”

“No.”

Curzon opens the door. The supervisor enters and she
is not what I expected. Early fifties, she is five foot six and
slim, in a crisp navy-blue suit with long auburn hair wound in a
bun and minimal makeup on her translucent skin. Pressed to her hip
is a hardcover copy of Assignment: Sao Paulo, published six
weeks ago. Peeking from between the pages of the book is a receipt,
indicating that the book was purchased from an airport bookshop
just minutes ago.

“It is you!” she exclaims, scanning my
face.

“Ma’am?” the men ask, confused.

The woman steps to my side and extends her hand.
“Laura Winchester,” she says. “Pleased to meet you.”

“Thank you. I’m Dayle Salvesen,” I reply as we shake.
“Also known as Candee Cronin.”

“Miss Cronin! I’m a big fan of your books.” She
settles into the chair across from me and smiles.

Curzon and Everton, now standing shoulder to
shoulder, look away like schoolboys rebuked. “Ma’am, we were
concerned this woman could be Candace Marie Cronin.” Curzon hands
her the photocopied mug shot.

Winchester leans forward and squints, pursing her
lips. “There is a resemblance, I’ll grant.” She places the mug shot
next to the book’s back jacket, the majority of which is taken up
by my publicity photo. To see the images side by side is striking:
the alleged IRA terrorist and I could be long-lost sisters. And it
is especially strange that we employ such similar names.

“But the woman in this photo”—Winchester taps the
book jacket—“has a small scar just below the left eyebrow. The
woman in the other photo does not.”

I slide my hand up my forehead, lifting my bangs.
“That’s me. See? Here’s the scar.”

Winchester cranes across the table and stares at my
eyebrow, then settles back in her seat, satisfied. “Yes, indeed.
Chaps, we have before us the author Candee Cronin, not the
terrorist Candace Marie.”

Apparently satisfied, Curzon and Everton tell me I’m
free to go. As I gather up my things, Winchester slips a ballpoint
pen from her jacket pocket and places it on the table beside the
book. “You will sign this for me, of course?”

“Sure.” My hand trembles as I take the pen. “Should I
make it out to…?”

“Laura is fine.” She smiles, tucking a loose strand
of auburn hair behind her ear. “Can’t wait to read it. Hope it’s as
good as Assignment: Bangkok.”

When I finish I hand the book back to her and she
touches my elbow. “Do be careful during your visit,” she warns with
a frown. “We’re in the midst of a major security alert.”

I am still shaking following my interrogation as I
collect my suitcase from baggage claim, pass through customs, and
emerge into the arrivals area, which is packed with all manner of
humanity. I search the scores of faces for Cecelia Frost, for the
familiar features that will resemble my own. Celia is the bad-girl
version of me, edgy in every way I am not: wry, stylish, and bold.
Friends since our teens and briefly lovers, we were stars of the
famed creative writing program at England’s University of East
Anglia six years ago. It is remarkable to think how dramatically
both our lives have changed since then, my life in one direction
and hers in another.

Can you believe they thought I was an IRA
terrorist? Saved by the little scar below my eyebrow. In my
mind I’m busy spinning the story for Celia, making it funnier and
more dramatic. Worthy of her hearing.

After searching for several minutes with no luck, I
pull out my cell phone and call Celia. After several rings I hear a
click followed by her familiar Oxbridge accent: Hello. You have
reached the London Refugee Relief Centre. Please leave a message
and someone will return your call as soon as possible.

I scan the concourse as I speak. “Celia, it’s Dayle.
I’m still at Heathrow. If you get this message, stay put. I’ll be
there soon.”

I regret the message as soon as I hang up. I should
have been sharper, wittier. More like Celia.

*

Just outside the arrivals area, awash in a cold, drab
sea of rain-darkened concrete, is a taxi stand. I grab the first
black cab in the queue and settle in for the fifty-minute journey
to Hampstead. My driver is an old-school East Ender, thick necked
and tattooed, with crooked yellow teeth. The fatigue of the long
flight and subsequent questioning creeps up on me as the soft
patter of rain lulls me toward sleep.

Traffic is slow and heavy, as always, and I struggle
to stay awake as we pass through the uninspired suburbs with their
ribbons of run-down row houses and abandoned industrial estates
that line the motorway from Heathrow eastward into the city. I last
lived in London four years ago and haven’t even been back to visit
in the last year and a half, but nothing much has changed. The city
always seems to be under construction; as soon as one project is
done, something right next door gets under way. London never feels
finished to me; it’s as if someone parted the curtains and unlocked
the door before the shop was ready to open, and now the city is
trapped in an endless cycle, struggling to catch up.

The taxi’s radio drones softly in the background,
barely audible, until an announcer breaks in with a news bulletin
and the driver raises the volume: The capital is on high alert
as Britain’s home secretary today warned Londoners to remain
vigilant in the face of what has been described as the very real
threat of a major terrorist attack…The driver turns down the
sound.

“You a Yank?” he asks suddenly, glaring darkly at me
in the rearview mirror.

“Yes,” I reply.

“It figures,” he scoffs.

“I’m sorry?”

“We have Iraq, Afghanistan, and you lot to thank for
this mess.”

*

I stir to life as we enter Hampstead, which, despite
the low slate-colored late-March sky, appears as leafy and
prosperous as a well-heeled Victorian resort, with old-fashioned
pubs, trendy restaurants, and expensive designer shops. People
spill from the Hampstead Tube stop onto the cobblestone sidewalk,
dodging raindrops and rushing into elegant cafés while avoiding the
outdoor seating arranged beneath broad, wind-battered canopies.

At least Celia lives in a nice neighborhood, I think,
as we wind southward down the hill through bumper-to-bumper
traffic. I know she has struggled recently, personally and
professionally, and I haven’t been the most attentive friend.

“Number ten, Rosslyn Hill,” the cab driver announces
as we squeal to a sudden stop in front of a ragged Victorian
mansion, several stories high and showing serious signs of decay.
Leave it to Celia to choose the only tumbledown structure marooned
amidst a sea of luxury.

I grab my luggage, step outside, and reach into my
backpack to pay the driver.

“Word in your ear, love,” he says as I give him four
twenty-pound notes and a tenner.

“What’s that?” I crouch to see him through the opened
window.

He scowls. “Best pretend you’re Canadian, at least
for the next few days.”

As the cab eases back into traffic, I haul my
suitcase up the crumbling concrete steps to the building’s massive
front door, painted strangely pink within the otherwise cream-white
exterior and edged on either side with panels of smoke-damaged
stained glass. I ring the buzzer for flat number five. No answer. I
ring again. Still no answer, so I nudge the door with my shoulder
and it inches open into a dimly lit lobby with a split staircase
rising to the upper floors. One hundred years ago this would have
been an elegant one-family mansion, but now, monumentally
disheveled, it resembles an elderly lady whose regal bearing
retains only faint traces of her perfumed youth.

I ascend to the second floor, where a rank odor seeps
into the darkened hallway, a combination of rust, cooking fat, and
excrement. I find the door with the numeral 5 hanging
loosely from a nail and lift my hand to knock, but the door swings
open at my touch.

“Celia?” My voice sounds as tired as I feel.

Celia’s apartment is cold, damp, and tiny, a single
rectangular room, every inch of which is immediately visible. I
drop my luggage and gaze around the haphazard mess. There’s a
single bed, consisting of two flabby mattresses stacked one atop
the other, without a box spring or frame. One corner of the room
contains a chest of drawers and a warped wooden wardrobe with
layers of clothing draped over the door; the opposite wall features
a card-table desk with a telephone, answering machine, computer,
printer, and fax, barely visible between teetering towers of paper.
From this modest office, Celia single-handedly runs The London
Refugee Relief Centre, through which she organizes support and
resources for refugees, asylum seekers, and modern-day sex slaves
from around the world who seek safety and sanctuary in the UK.

Across the room is the kitchenette with a
spider-veined sink stained copper and green, a dorm-size fridge,
and a combination hot plate/toaster oven, covered with what looks
like congealed cheese. Balanced on a shelf above the sink are a CD
player, scattered CDs, several overflowing ashtrays, and a small
TV. The mold-infested bathroom contains a toilet, sink, and
tub.

I imagine Celia will be back soon and left the door
unlocked for me. Giving in to exhaustion, I take off my coat, lie
down on Celia’s double mattresses, and sink almost to the floor.
Loose coils poke my elbows while the familiar, heady scent of
Celia—a mixture of cigarettes, sweaty
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