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For Lee
Your love lights the way forward, every time.

I’ll follow you anywhere.



In the universe, there are things that are known,
and things that are unknown,

and in between them,
there are doors.

William Blake
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Prologue

December
British Virgin Islands

We  walked  the  beach  together, Tortola’s  Little  Apple  Bay,  carefully 
positioned  an  arm’s  length  apart,  me  occasionally  crossing  my  arms  or 
clasping  my hands  behind my back to  avoid  touching  him.  The pristine, 
Caribbean sand and aqua water were a snide offset to what should have been 
poignant. I sensed we’d both prepared a script of gratuitous banter to fill 
what  would  of  course  be  awkward  space.  How have  you  been,  what  are  you 
painting,  instead of the heavy stones that had burdened my heart all  these 
years: where have you been all my life, why did you leave us? I couldn’t come out and 
just ask that, could I?

I was a grown woman now of six feet and he was still tall. As a little girl,  
when I looked up at him, he was a giant. A little older, when I looked up to 
him,  he  was  a  different  kind  of  giant.  A powerful  force  of  intrigue  and 
surprise,  which later turned to words like enigmatic,  shadowy. The words 
that  came  from  my  mother  were  less  charitable.  Absent,  deceitful.  He 
betrayed her in a thousand tiny deaths, I realized only now as I recalled her 
anguished face with my toes burning in the sand. Burn then. Burn away a 
layer in my heart and bring me closer to the truth from which I can’t stop 
running.

Earlier, he said he needed time to put away his paints and change clothes 
before dinner, the first meal we would have together in over twenty years. A 
painter? Seriously? Preposterous as it seemed, it was a perfect cover for an 
ex-CIA operative.

Maybe not even ex.
I looked off the balcony of Sebastian’s on the Beach, a lovely hotel with 

rooftop dining on Tortola, BVI’s largest island. I’d stayed here before on two 
occasions – looking for him and I’m sure he—or one of his associates—had 
watched my every move. Now it was me watching, wanting to be anywhere 
else,  dreading the conversation and resenting that I’d had to ask for it.  I 
mean, what was there to say after all this time that would have any meaning 
to me?

“Did you see what happened?”
I jerked my head toward the sound of my father’s voice, more instinct 



than a conscious action. “They pulled a dead diver out of the water.”
Yes  of  course  I’d  seen  it.  The  beach  had  been  crawling  with  police,  

EMTs, and an ambulance for the past hour.
“We said  6:30.”  I  looked down at  my iconic  watch,  a  touchstone of 

comfort and a reminder of all I’d lost. “You’re early.”
Same impish,  sideways  grin  with  a  dimple  on  one  side.  “Element  of 

surprise?” He leaned down and kissed my right cheek before asking if it was 
okay. Gutsy move.

“I saw a throng of divers walking up the beach before I saw you earlier. I 
wonder if the victim was part of that group.”

“People die all the time,” he quipped with all the emotion of ordering a 
cocktail, then sat across from me. My eyes widened at the sight of a crisp 
blue suit - summer weight, white shirt open at the collar, the same aviator 
glasses he’d worn all his life. In his late sixties, he was still as dashing as I 
remembered. Richard Ellwyn, son of a bitch.

But it was me who had gotten here early, an hour in fact, giving me time 
to  decide  whether  I  was  even still  willing  to  meet.  I  forked through the 
untouched bits of shrimp and greens on a tiny appetizer plate in front of me 
and chuckled.

“What?”
“So. You’re a painter now.”
“I do actually paint, you know. And I’m not half—”
“You’re good. I’ve seen your work. At…Flora’s.” The name came out 

cattier than I intended. Flora his other wife, his Virgin Islands wife. Maybe 
he’d call her part of his tradecraft. Was he even capable of love?

A server came. My father ordered some kind of drink. Music floated up 
from the cantina on the bottom floor. My mind was elsewhere.

“You’re a spy,” I said finally, in a voice loud enough for anyone to hear 
it. “Why would you eat here of all places?”

Single shrug. “Well, plain sight of course. I’m not active, anyway. No one 
cares about me anymore.”

There it was. More manipulation, always vying for leverage, pulling things 
from people they didn’t want to give. I sure as hell didn’t care about him, or 
that was the story I told myself.

“A spy ceases to be active when he’s dead,” he added and winked.
I peered at him behind my dark glasses. He couldn’t see my eyes; I liked 

it that way. It was the kind of leverage I learned from him — micro power 
moves  that  looked innocuous  but  were  carefully  planned,  psychologically 
strategized  to  the  finest  detail,  like  showing  up  for  a  negotiation  dinner 
twenty minutes early. Your opponent arrives flustered, while you smile with a 
half-full  martini  glass.  They’re already late to the party.  I’d used that one 
many times.



“Are you glad to see me?”
“You’re a bastard,” I said. He recoiled an inch but recovered instantly. I  

loved  this  moment.  I  ordered  a  second  gin  martini  and  maintained  my 
distance, still observing him observing me. Such theater.

“What do you want from me?” he asked, reaching up to loosen his collar, 
realizing it was already unbuttoned. I made him nervous. So he cared about 
something after all.

I wanted to say my childhood back, the one he missed and wasted while 
he was off doing whatever spies did back then, pretending to be a simple 
businessman from a State Department corner office. “What do I want from 
you? I have no idea.”

“Really?” he asked. “Like you haven’t thought about it? Come on.”
“I’m curious why you came.”
“You’re my daughter, that’s why. Now answer the question.”
I wanted to ask him about Jacques Martel, my nemesis. Maybe he was his 

nemesis  more  than mine.  And I  wondered if  he’d  ever  loved me or  my 
mother at all. If I lowered his aviator glasses right now, would his eyes be wet 
after seeing his only daughter again? I felt a vibration on the floor, his foot 
tapping. Ah, his signature tell, and the only manifestation I’d ever seen of 
fear.

“Never mind. We can talk about anything you like.” He wiped his mouth, 
but there was nothing on it. “Anything.”

“You’re a liar.”
“Yes. I am. What of it?”
“You are still active.”
He puckered his lips, deciding.
“And I don’t believe in fairy tales.”



Chapter
One

Late March
Ventura, California

Blue lights, grinding metal. What day is it?
“Lift her. Hold her head. On three.”
A strobe bleeding through my crusted eyelids.
“What have we got?”
“Ellwyn, Marissa. Head injury, possible broken ribs, left hip impact.”
“Where’s the car that hit her?”
“Took off.”
“Well that’s it then, we’ll never find it.”
But I remember. Dark SUV, no headlights. We were almost out. Seconds.
“Who found her?”
“There.”
“You, sir. Your name please.”
Gloved hands groping my shirt, cold rubber things stuck to my chest. Shouting. Smells 

like antiseptic. Trying to save—
“Suction.”
“—not breathing. Oxygen. Again.”
“Better intubate her. Sats 98, tube going in.”
Probing my neck, fingers down my throat. Please no. Don’t do this.
“She’s in.”
“BP cycling. Pulse 92.”
“Internal bleeding, likely concussion.”
Two voices.
“How long?”
“Five minutes out.”
I hear you.  All  of  you.  I  can’t  talk and can’t  see,  but I  know Duga’s  near the 

ambulance, dying inside, blaming himself. The air feels cold in my nose, but I can’t smell. 
Why don’t I feel pain?

It rammed me in the left side and pinned me to a metal railing near a cargo loading 
ramp at the warehouse. But that was hours ago. Wasn’t it? Was my mother here? Jada? I  
swear I smelled her Alfred Sung perfume. Come to think of it, a hospital was the last place  



I saw her, before she was abducted from her room. Are you okay Jada? Send me a sign. 
Wherever I am, I feel your presence here in a way only a daughter would.

The bed linens are scratchy, but my arms can’t move.  Can I walk? Have I had 
surgery?  I’m  awake  but  can’t  open  my  eyes.  It  must  be  anesthesia.  Phone  ringing. 
Somewhere.

“ICU 3, Jessup. Yes, Doctor. She’s just arrived.”
A TV, somewhere. A news story. Serial killer.
“Not yet.”
Nurse Jessup will walk over to my bed again, lift my eyelids and flash a light in them,  

snap her fingers, looking for a response. I see you. Yellow teeth. Smoker.
“Ma’am. Marissa, can you hear me? Blink if you can hear my voice.”
I’m here! It’s Mari, no one calls me Marissa. Can’t you see me blinking? At least I  

think I’m blinking, but I can’t feel my eyelids moving. Is this what dying feels like? Or am 
I already dead?
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