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Synopsis

Renowned international news correspondent Annie T.
Booker has covered Iraq for over three years when a friend and
colleague is killed, and Annie is injured in Baghdad. Exhausted,
she returns stateside to recover. However, life at home is not the
sanctuary it has always been. Her name is on an Iraqi hit list, her
partner of ten years has left, she is betrayed by a friend, and her
TV network wants the FBI in her life full time. When the danger
escalates, senior FBI agent Sarah Moore is assigned to her
case.

Annie and Sarah struggle to stay one step ahead of
disaster as Annie’s life becomes the war
zone she once reported on.
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Chapter One

Reporter Annie Booker and her driver drove slowly
away from the military morgue into Baghdad’s quiet, black night.
Her exhausted body gave a slight jerk as she stared numbly at the
passing landscape. She felt as dark as the air around her. They had
killed Jack Keegan. He had stood beside her, white shirt gleaming
under his body armor beneath the lone streetlight, when suddenly, a
hole blossomed in his forehead. The crack of a gunshot reached her
ears a second later. Instinctively, she had reached for him, and
they fell to the ground together as gunfire crackled like lightning
around them. She felt the stubble on his face as she ran her hands
over him frantically looking for signs of life.

“Jack,” she said and felt as if she had shouted, but
then realized she had actually whispered. He had been dead weight,
unmoving, until the Marines lifted him off her. She and her driver
had followed them to the hospital at breakneck speeds, but Annie
had not even hoped. She had held him, and her clothes were soaked
with his blood.

The car stopped at her hotel, and she pounded up the
stairs in the dark to change clothes and wash Jack’s blood off. She
would be on the air in a little under two hours, and no one cared
about the condition of her heart or mind.

They still had thirty minutes until airtime when her
driver made his usual stop for cigarettes at his uncle’s food
market. Annie stepped out into the gritty dawn and stretched. Three
trees leaned against the building, catching her eye, and she
reached back into the car for her sketchbook. She wanted to focus
her mind on something else, on anything but Jack Keegan. Sitting on
the sandbags with her back against a cement wall, she zipped her
jacket up and closed her eyes. God, she was tired. She crossed her
legs, letting the sketchbook lay in her lap. It was the rainy, cool
season, and she was glad for the coat she was wearing. The air was
the usual combination of dust and gas fumes as traffic began to
pick up behind her. She looked at the market again and studied two
older ladies sitting on a bench, one holding a small handful of
flowers.

She flipped the pages of her sketchbook, found a
blank sheet of white paper, and quickly laid the building onto the
paper, then the three trees that tipped tiredly against the shop.
Leaning over to blow dirt off the paper, Annie pushed her mind
again away from Jack. She had to get through this report without
crying. She had called her New York producer from the morgue. This
would be big news in the United States, but she had cried for a
friend. Then she had called his wife and cried again.

Looking down again, she forced herself to draw
steadily until children’s voices broke her concentration. Two
women, dressed in the traditional black abayas of Iraqi women, were
leading a group of youngsters who were eight or nine years old.
This was no place for a child to be, even under the protection of
the teachers. One of the women caught Annie’s eye, and a sudden
look passed between the them, one Iraqi woman and one American.
Annie wondered what the woman was thinking and smiled just as a
bomb exploded. The world went silent, turned red with her own
blood, and then black as Annie was blown into the street,
unconscious.

 


*

 


The descent into New York City was bumpy, and the
plane jolted Annie awake. She stared at the ceiling until the
echoes of the nightmare faded. Finally, she pushed into an upright
position and rolled her head slowly back and forth, easing the
kinks in her neck.

Looking out the window, she saw snow, the first in a
long time, and she wondered how much surrounded her Wisconsin home
by now. She absently adjusted the sling on her left arm and
straightened further, motioning to the flight attendant with her
good arm. Annie tucked her headphones into her backpack and checked
her watch. She’d slept over ten hours and had been on this airplane
over fourteen.

She swallowed some aspirin and looked down at her
boots. They were coated with Iraqi dust, and her last clean pair of
pants weren’t in much better shape. Or maybe it was dust from the
Jordan airport where they’d sat over twenty hours, unsure if they’d
ever get out of there. The worst three months of her life was over.
She was home.

Forty minutes later she was jammed between other
passengers, trying to get to her baggage. This noise would put a
rock concert to shame, Annie thought, but was too tired to care.
She stood, wondering how to get her luggage with one arm in a
sling. A child screamed, and Annie swung around, heart pounding,
back in Baghdad in a moment. A firm hand gripped her elbow,
startling her, and she jerked away.

“Annie Booker?” a friendly male voice asked. She
frowned at the young man smiling at her. “Welcome home,” he
continued, pulling an ID from his suit pocket. “I’m Special Agent
Josh Palmer, FBI, and if you don’t mind, I’ll give you a ride to
the network offices.”

“Really?” Annie was surprised. What would the FBI
want with her? “What’s wrong?” she asked, reaching for a bag, but
he beat her to it, not answering.

“Just point out your luggage, and I’ll get it,” he
said, stacking the cart. “I’ll talk to you in the car.”

“That’s all,” Annie said, pointing to the last piece
of luggage. He took the handle, maneuvering it through the crowd.
She had no choice but to follow.

They drove through the crowded New York City
streets, and Annie watched the snow, falling like lace from the
gray sky. Almost two weeks ago, she had dreamed of snow in Baghdad
while lying on the bed, mind drifting with painkillers for her
arm.

Annie looked at the streets, enjoying being in her
own country. New York City traffic was hectic, but she relished it,
leaning back into the comfortable sedan. Even the car smelled
American, smelled like freedom. Josh swore as a taxi cut in front
of him and then he apologized.

She grinned at him. “Stop it. You make me feel like
your mother. I’m only thirty-eight years old.”

“You’re not old, but sorry. I just know you’re beat.
How’s your arm?”

“Fine,” she answered firmly. “Just hit with some
concrete.”

“A car bomb is something.”

Annie turned away, looking out the window, and her
stomach knotted again. “I’m fine,” she repeated softly, thinking of
Jack Keegan. Jack’s death, that was “something.”

“What’s it like over there? I’ve never been out of
the country.”

“Dirty, usually hot, dangerous. In the last three
years I’ve watched a city almost disappear.” As the houses, roads,
and businesses disappeared, so had society. Annie forced her
thoughts back to the here and now, wondering again why an FBI agent
was talking to her. “The car bomb, is that why you want to talk
with me? Or is it Jack Keegan?”

They pulled into the parking ramp and he said,
“Actually, I’d rather show you. That way your producer can talk
with you at the same time.”

They got off the elevator, and as Annie brushed by a
group of women who were probably on their way to lunch, she wished
for a shower. She settled for a quick scrub of her hands and face
in the washroom, enjoying the hot water and clean bathroom. Running
her hands over the immaculate counter, Annie glanced at herself in
the mirror. Her tanned skin looked out of place in the New York
winter.

Bill Simpson, producer and friend, was waiting,
leaning against the wall when she came out. Good, now she’d get
answers. She smiled at his wrinkled shirt and undone tie.

“Time for a treadmill?” She tapped his tummy,
teasing.

“Smart-ass,” he muttered, steering her into a
conference room close to his office. “Welcome home, girl. This one
had me worried.”

“Why? I escaped. And don’t get too close. I haven’t
bathed in a while.” Annie grinned at him as they walked into the
room. “Do you have anything to eat? I’m starving.”

Bill ducked out and was back in a moment with
bagels. Annie grabbed one and was busy with the cream cheese,
listening to her stomach grumble. She looked at both men. “I don’t
suppose I’m here for good news, so let’s have it.”

Josh pushed the monitor in front of her.

“This just came up,” Bill began. “Josh, why don’t
you show her what you folks found and then we’ll talk? Thought
maybe we could get this done this afternoon, but we really need to
look at more of your reports, so you’re not going to get out of
here until tomorrow.”

Annie sipped her coffee and then reached for another
bagel, watching the screen as Josh flipped to a Web site she had
seen before. She caught her breath, stunned, as she read her
name.

“My God, is this for real? Jaish al-Basca scares me
to death. That group beheads people.” She was quiet for a moment,
then she turned and looked again. “This is a mistake. I’m not
important enough to be on this list.” They were all quiet, reading
the religious rhetoric and radical political goals on the site,
militant Muslims urging action to oust the invaders. It was the
main post for the Islamic Jihad.

“I knew you’d say that.” Bill looked at her. “That’s
why I wanted you to see it with Josh. When they brought this to us,
especially after the car bombing, I thought we’d better bring you
in for a talk.”

Annie started to say something, but his tired face
stopped her. She looked out the office window instead and watched a
pigeon make its way along the window ledge in the snow. She thought
back to a time in Kosovo. She and Bill had been huddled together
near part of a wall in the snow, trying to stay warm, and Bill had
been shot. After he recovered, he’d taken himself out of the field,
saying he just didn’t have the heart for it anymore. His eyes were
asking her the same thing—was she ready to stay home? And she knew
he was thinking of Jack, just as she was. Annie sighed. She just
might be ready.

“Does this have anything to do with the bomb?” she
asked.

Josh walked around the table and sat, facing her.
“I’d like to say we know exactly what’s going on here, but
honestly, we’re right at the beginning. Usually they target our
politicians, businesspeople, or the military, but now, here you
are. You’re not the first woman, but you are the first American
reporter to appear on their enemy list.”

“Let’s hope that bomb wasn’t theirs. I’d hate to
think those children died because of me.” Annie pushed her chair
back a bit. “The only thing I can think of is that piece on honor
killings that I did last month. I heard from a number of people
about that, but nothing as extreme as this.”

She watched the young agent, wondering if he’d ever
been in danger, breathing hard, frightened beyond words. His face
certainly didn’t show it if he had been. Annie looked him in the
eye. What did she see? Youth, innocence. Did he really know what he
was doing, or was he just a desk jockey?

Josh dropped his eyes first. “Truthfully, we don’t
know why you’re on this list. Please look at the rest of the
women’s names. Have you worked with them? Is there anything that
would connect you?”

Annie leaned forward and looked. No need to be
rude just because the boy is young. I was young. Once. She felt
his lack of experience and remembered the feeling. Both men looked
expectantly at her, but she just shook her head. “I know all seven
of them, but I can’t see what we have in common other than we’re
all correspondents, in the same place at the same time. I’ve worked
beside most of them for quite a while.” She stood. “Honestly, I’m
tired, hungry, and I need a bath. God, do I need a bath. Can we
pick this up tomorrow?”

Bill nodded. “Josh, do you think this warrants
someone being assigned to her for a while?”

“Yes, we do. At least until we understand why these
women are being targeted.”

“No.” Annie raised her voice. “I’m the only
American, right? I don’t like seeing my name, or my fellow
reporters, listed as an enemy. It’s scary. But wouldn’t they
have done something over there, not here? Why wait until I left the
country to make a move? I don’t think we need the FBI.”

“Annie—” Bill started to say, but she interrupted
him.

“No. Bill, I don’t need someone with me. Yes, this
is a well-organized group of zealots, and I’m afraid of them.
Still, I know what I’m talking about. They won’t pursue me
here.”

“That’s true, but I have to think about three years
ago, Annie. We’re still not sure about the car bomb, and then Jack
Keegan was standing next to you. Maybe they did try to do something
over there, as you said.”

Annie stared at him. “Surely you don’t think Jack
was killed because he was standing next to me?”

“We just don’t know. That’s the problem.”

She turned away, swallowing tears. “Okay, we’ll do
it your way. Let me know what you want me to do and I’ll do it, but
I’d like to go to the hotel now.” She took one more look at the
young FBI agent. If they assigned someone like Josh Palmer, who
was too untried to know what the hell he’s doing, I’d be better off
alone, she thought as she opened the door.

Later that night, lying in bed after a bath and
dinner plus more than several drinks, Annie ran the meeting through
her mind. Was this really serious? If she had known about it in
Iraq, she would have just ignored it because everything was
dangerous there, and now that they had started targeting
journalists, who knows? The car bomb was probably random anyway.
And Jack? She refused to let her mind consider that possibility.
Actually, Annie corrected herself, I’d probably have
contacted several of the other women on the list, and we would have
ignored it together. She had seen Kerry’s name on the list, her
English friend, and she worried that Kerry might not know about
this. Kerry would be there for at least another month. Annie made a
mental note to e-mail her in the morning. She could hear Josh in
the living room of the suite, talking on the phone, and she hoped
he’d get some sleep.

The restaurant had felt good tonight, jazz playing
in the background, candlelight on the table, good food and better
drinks, all in her own language. Annie had watched Bill across the
table, noting the extra lines on his face and the additional gray
hair. They’d talked about what was going on in the political world
in the United States, their families, the mess in Iraq, and, after
more drinks, the things they wished they’d never seen. Finally,
they’d talked about Jack, the man who had broken them into this
business, their mentor, and someone they loved. Annie told Bill the
things no one else would ever hear, and she wanted to tell it just
once, then never again. She needed to talk to Nancy, Jack’s wife,
one more time and would call her tomorrow. The mention of Jack’s
wife had stopped their conversation, and they knew it was time for
the night to be over. They’d meet again tomorrow, go over the film,
and perhaps find a clue in there, but she doubted it.

Still, she was home. She’d left two messages on her
home phone, but Mary hadn’t called her back. She turned over,
trying to put her aching arm in a more comfortable position,
thinking about tomorrow instead. Nothing like watching several
hours of yourself. Annie groaned. She turned the light off,
curled into a ball, and was asleep instantly.


Chapter Two

FBI agent Sarah Moore came through the doors of
Milwaukee’s airport, muttering, “Damned cold,” as she stomped snow
off her boots. The airport was almost deserted at this time of
night, and she moved quickly toward the passenger areas. The New
York redeye was due any minute, and she checked the monitors. Just
landing. She held her ID at security, opened her coat so they could
view the gun, and then began the long walk to the gate where the
reporter would be coming in.

She slouched tiredly against a wall in the shadows,
closing her eyes for a moment. Her phone had gone off in the middle
of a dream of a warm body against hers, hands in just the right
places, and she had groaned as the noise from the phone swept body
and hands away but left the desire. Annie Booker wasn’t supposed to
be in until tomorrow, but here she was. Sarah shifted her legs,
leaning against the wall as the dream still worked on her. She
scanned the area as she tried to remember what Josh had called her
new assignment. Golden?

She had started the day checking out Jack Keegan,
the murdered network news producer. Then she had looked over the
three-part award-winning series done by Keegan and Annie Booker two
years ago that had created a furor in the United States. Sarah had
sent this on to her group in Virginia that specialized in domestic
terrorism. They would go over each and every response the network
and the reporter had received. Her team had finished the day
watching news reports filed by Annie from Baghdad. Annie was a true
celebrity, and Sarah wondered if she would be one of those pushy,
demanding people. She’d dealt with them before. The network had
described her as “savvy” and “a risk taker,” but the “down to
earth” was hopeful. Another statement had irritated Sarah: “She
looks so good we have to have her in front of the cameras.”
Sure, like a target, Sarah thought, and attractive women
collect viewers. The final filmed report had quieted everyone
in the room as the reporter had leaned against a burned-out
vehicle, talking to a soldier. They had come under fire, and she
had glanced unflinchingly at the camera, mint green eyes catching
sunlight before she went down. Definitely a risk taker, as they had
said, but she had been standing beside Keegan when he was killed,
and then, less than twelve hours later, she had been injured in an
explosion. Sarah knew her head had to be spinning.

Sarah spotted Annie behind a noisy group of people
obviously traveling together. “Lord,” she murmured and forgot to
move. Finally, she pushed off the wall and matched Annie’s pace,
watching her struggle with the sling on her arm and her backpack.
With that tanned face and sun-bleached hair, Sarah understood why
Josh had said “golden.” The other passengers looked at Annie in the
quiet, curious way truly attractive people gathered attention.

“Ms. Booker?” Sarah approached her.

“Pardon me?” Annie stopped and turned to look at
her.

“I’m Sarah Moore, the agent Josh Palmer asked you to
meet.” She held up her ID.

“Oh.” Annie shifted, studying her. They were about
the same height. “Okay, guilty, I forgot about you. Is there
something I’m supposed to do?”

“Let’s get you to my car. I know you’re tired, and
so am I. Here, let me carry that backpack for you.”

“Thanks, I’m fine. I can carry it.” Annie gave her a
polite smile but kept the bag, moving toward the baggage area.
Sarah put a light hand on her shoulder. “The other two agents will
get your luggage. Let’s just go to my car, okay?” Annie stopped
again.

“Where’s my car?” Annie was frowning, and Sarah
braced herself.

“It’s already at your house. We checked it this
morning and took it home for you. I have a car here.”

“My coat, I always leave it in the car when I’m
coming home in cold weather.”

“I have it in my car,” Sarah said and watched
Annie’s frown smooth into the professional expression she had seen
on film today.

Annie finally nodded. “All right, let’s go,” she
said, but Sarah heard her mutter something as they walked away.

A few minutes later they were in the ramp and the
bitter cold slammed into them. Sarah opened the back door and
grabbed Annie’s coat, holding it for her. “Crap,” Annie said,
trying to get it on around the sling on her arm in the bitterly
cold wind.

“Hop in while I warm the car up,” Sarah said as two
men came toward them with Annie’s luggage and put it into the
backseat of the car next to them.

Annie looked across the seat at Sarah. “This is a
first for me. I’ve never been involved with the FBI. I mean, I’ve
known several of you, but I’ve never dealt with something like
this.”

Sarah smiled, remembering Annie’s voice from the
films. It certainly made you turn your head and look at the TV. She
pulled a thermos from a cup holder. “I’ve got some coffee. Want
some?” She poured the steaming liquid into the thermos lid and
offered it to Annie. “Here, it’ll help. Have you tried driving with
one hand? I wasn’t sure and thought this would work since I’ll be
staying with you.” She watched Annie’s reaction to the information
that she would be staying at the house. Josh had said she had
pitched a fit when they had discussed this in New York.

“Is it really necessary?” Annie gave her that cool
television look again.

“Yes, it is. You are my assignment as long as you’re
in town, and that means I stay at your house. This is serious, Ms.
Booker, and I or one of the agents on my team will be with you
until we get this resolved.” Sarah put her gloves on, waiting, but
Annie was quiet and finally just sighed. “Ready?” Sarah asked and
backed the car out, driving into the cold Wisconsin night. Snow
blew in front of the headlights as the two cars drove down the
ramp.

Less then an hour later they pulled into Annie’s
driveway. They’d talked a bit about Annie’s injury and her flight
home, and Sarah had complained about Milwaukee winters. Sarah had
grown up in the Arizona desert and made Annie smile with stories
about learning to drive in Wisconsin snow. Annie said how nice it
was to drive on a freeway that didn’t have enormous holes in the
cement, even if there was snow. Sarah talked about a case that
she’d just finished, a federal judge that had been threatened.
Annie had read about it in the paper that morning, and they were
still talking about it when they pulled into her driveway.

 


*

 


Inside the house, Annie automatically walked to the
indoor/outdoor thermometer on the wall. “Twelve above out there.
It’s been a while since I’ve seen weather this cold.”

“I hate it, the cold I mean,” Sarah said. “Please
stay here while we check the house.” The three agents disappeared
down the hallway, turning on lights as they went. Sarah had tossed
her coat over the back of a chair, and Annie absently hung it
beside her own at the back door. Annie stood, enjoying the feeling
of her home, looking at the baggage piled on her kitchen table. She
moved some of it, sorting out her backpack and laptop, and then
started toward her office.

“Wait,” Sarah said, coming back into the room.
“Where are you going?”

“My office.”

“Let me go ahead. Want these bags in there?” she
asked, and Annie nodded, following Sarah into the dark room. She
flipped the lights on. “Stay here while we do the rest of the
rooms.”

Annie put her laptop on the desk, tossed the
backpack on the daybed, and looked around. She took a deep breath,
touching her desk. She’d been gone over three months, but it seemed
like three years right now.

Sarah popped back into the room. “Looking good. Oh,
do you have a basement? Of course you do. This is Wisconsin.”

“That way, in the laundry room.” Annie pointed
across the hall-way. “Only door in there. Would you like me to make
some coffee?”

“Thanks, but no. I don’t know about you, but I’m
whipped.” She turned toward the laundry room. Annie looked at her
athletic body and well-tailored suit as she left the room. Those
brown eyes were calm, and she seemed efficient, experienced. That
was good. The basement took a bit of time before Sarah returned.
“Okay, you’re secure. Beautiful home, Ms. Booker.”

“It’s Annie, and thank you.”

“All right, Annie it is, but only if you’ll call me
Sarah. Just show me where to dump my stuff and I’ll give you some
privacy and let these guys go on home. Oh, one of your windows was
unlocked. Is that usual?”

“What? That messes with my alarm system. Mary should
have—” Annie looked up. Where is Mary?

“By the way, when is your roommate returning?”

“I didn’t know she was gone.”

Sarah looked at her for a moment and then said, “Her
employer said she was on vacation.”

Annie shook her head. “I imagine she left me a note
or some information somewhere. I’ll let you know.”

“Please do.” Sarah gestured to her bag. “So, where
do you want me to bunk?”

Annie felt utterly exhausted. Mary was on vacation?
Annie mulled that over in her mind as she walked down the hallway
to the first guest room. Mary had been using the one farther on
down the hall.

“My bedroom’s directly across from this one,” Annie
said. “There’s a full bath for you.” She pointed at a door. “Feel
free to use the dressers or whatever you need.”

Sarah tossed her bags on the bed and looked around.
“Thanks, and by the way, if I leave before you get up in the
morning, there’ll be another agent here, probably a man. Just a
warning.” Annie gave a brief nod and turned to leave the room, but
Sarah stopped her. “I’m sorry. We’ll pretty much be in your space.
I know you’re going to want to get yourself together after being
gone so long, but it can’t be helped.”

Annie nodded tiredly. “I still think this is wrong.
If they had wanted to do something, they would have, over there,
not here at home.” She walked back to her office, grabbing several
bags and taking them to the laundry room. She swore softly at Mary.
Why hadn’t she told her she’d be gone?

She retreated into her bedroom and took her favorite
old robe off a hook behind the bathroom door. She let her clothes
drop in a heap then snuggled into the robe and stood for a moment,
feeling it against her skin. Finally, she moved to the big bed. The
clean sheets felt like the robe, like home. She listened to the
wind howl and was glad it wasn’t desert sand hitting the windows.
“I made it,” she said and snuggled deeper into the warm blankets
and sleep.

 


*

Sarah took her shoes off and stretched out on the
bed, listening to Annie moving around. She set her clock and
smiled, remembering the airport. You won’t let me carry your
bag? Okay, but I caught you smiling at my stories about snow.
Stubborn but thoughtful, she decided, remembering the offer of
coffee. Also, injured and exhausted, but I certainly didn’t
expect her to look like she did. Everyone looks good on film, but
she’s better looking in person, and her voice is incredible, like a
calm, blue-skied autumn day. After the lights had gone out,
Sarah got up and made one last silent walk around the house.
Finally, she took her clothes off and got into bed, sleep taking
her immediately.


Chapter Three

Sarah Moore sat in her office, bent over a county
plat map. Surrounded by photos and other papers, she had been
looking over the property, thinking about protection around the
house for more than in-house surveillance. Most of it seemed to be
wooded. She looked up when a new agent rapped his knuckles on her
open door.

“Time for a second cup?” Scott Fraizer asked,
holding a tray with two coffee cups She nodded and looked back at
the large book spread out on her desk.

“What have you got for me on the family?” she asked,
pushing her hair from her face as she reached for the coffee.
Looking at the cup in her hand, Sarah smiled. “Thanks, Scott, I
appreciate this.” He was coming along nicely for a newbie,
including trying to get into her good graces with her favorite
coffee.

“How was it last night?” Scott asked, putting his
large frame onto one of the small chairs she kept in front of her
desk. Sarah didn’t want anyone to get too comfortable in her
office. It was her space, and she protected it, even if it meant
having narrow chairs that no one in their right mind could sit on
comfortably for more than ten minutes.

“She’s very nice, thankfully.” Sarah looked across
the desk and caught him watching her. “And?”

“Well, how does she look?” He grinned at her. “I
mean, she’s thirty-eight.”

Sarah leaned back in her chair. “Look? Well, she’s
tall, slender, and attractive, but a very tired lady right now.”
Sarah paused, watching him. “Her hair is, I’m not sure, brown
essentially, but sunburned almost white on top and streaked with
blond.”

He frowned, and Sarah wondered what else he was
asking. “No one ever looks as good in person as they do on
television,” he finally said.

Sarah started to laugh. “Wrong, and I was surprised.
She’s every bit as good as television, probably better because you
get a wider range of expressions to go with that voice. Here, set
these on the table.” Sarah handed him the books and network photos
of Annie. “Now, what did you find out on the family?”

Taking papers out of his briefcase on the chair
beside him, Scott said, “Shall I just read it to you?” Sarah nodded
and he began, “Dad, James Booker, has owned a nursery business for
over thirty-five years and just expanded with a second location.
Mother, that is, Dr. Hannah Booker, began the Milwaukee Women’s
Clinic when she returned from Vietnam. She started an organization
called Charlene’s Angels. It’s sort of a good old girl network,
women-helping-women organization.”

“Scott, follow up a bit further on the family,
including any siblings. We need to be sure of everything. Oh, and
take a further look at what I’ve outlined here with security for
her house. You might have some additional suggestions that I’d be
willing to consider, including temporary motion sensors around the
house. As a matter of fact, call Jim at the house for me, will you?
We’ll do that and include a walk-around.” She stood and smiled down
at him. “What about Ms. Booker?”

“I thought we’d covered her yesterday?”

“We had network information, that’s true, but what
about the local take on her? That’s really what I want from you,
Scott. Local stuff. Maybe I was unclear?”

He finally stood, and she could see the relief on
his face. No one liked her chairs. “I’m sorry. I just assumed you
wanted the rest of the family.”

“No harm, no foul. Don’t get too personal. Just
anything you feel is pertinent to what we need.” She hadn’t heard a
word about Annie’s lifestyle, but they needed to know everything,
legally, they possibly could to provide even adequate
protection.

“Do the usual, Scott. We know about her job and her
family, but what about her friends? Has she ever been investigated
for anything illegal? I know she’s a national personality, but they
have problems too. What about gambling or even drugs? As I said,
just run her through the usual background checks.”

He looked apprehensive and so she smiled. “Thanks
for the coffee. I appreciate it. When you feel comfortable with
what you have, see me. If I’m not here, I’ll be with Ms. Booker.
Just give my phone a ring.”

After he had left she walked to the window and
looked at the busy street below her fourth floor office. She hoped
she and Annie could have a conversation tonight. There had to be
something that connected her and the others on that list, but what?
They didn’t know enough about that bunch of crazies in Iraq to put
in a teaspoon, but she would by tonight. And then there was that
damned bomb and the network executive who’d been standing right
next to her when he was shot. Annie had been living very close to
the edge. Sarah frowned, going back to her desk, and looked at the
old Rolodex on her desk, flipping it to a card. One of her college
roommates worked for the CIA. She’d talk to her before she went one
step further.


Chapter Four

Annie lay in the gray space of dreams, the nightmare
shadowing her once again. Her mind knew she would wake soon, and
with a final nudge of energy, she opened her eyes, her body
trembling. She dreamed of the same dark figures: Jack, rising out
of the sand, the woman’s eyes that had looked into hers before the
explosion, and the screaming voices of children. She closed her
eyes, trying to calm herself, ears straining for the noise of the
Baghdad hotel. She sat up, moving to the edge of the bed. The gray
space held her mind a moment longer and then dissolved. “I’m home,”
she mumbled and lay back, snuggling into the warm covers of her own
bed.

Thin winter sun caught the crystal snowflake that
hung on the French doors to the deck, tossing colors around the
large bedroom. Annie tracked the colors. She and Mary had picked
the bed out together when they were just beginning. Staring at the
colors on the ceiling, she thought about beginnings, a time when
you just did and followed your heart. Mary was finishing her first
year at the clinic, and Annie had just begun at the network when
they moved in here.

Annie grabbed her pillow, holding it close, and
looked over at the other side of the bed. The covers lay still,
untouched, like a grave. She couldn’t even remember what it felt
like to wake up with someone on the other side of the bed, any bed.
Mary had been sleeping in their guest bedroom for almost three
years.

As she stretched her sore muscles, a sudden memory
walked across Annie’s mind. Mary, in a restaurant, sunlight raining
down on her pale, golden hair. Annie had come in with her team
after a summer softball game, and the bright hair had caught her
eye. The team had settled down at a long table with the usual
noise, shoving and laughing, but Annie had kept her attention on
the nice-looking blonde wrapped in the shaft of light. She was
alone, engrossed in the papers spread out on the table, ignoring
the noisy group. Annie had taken a drink of her beer, told her
friends she was in for a pizza, and then headed for Mary’s
table.

“Excuse me?” Annie had stood before her.

An impatient “yes” floated out into the air. Mary
had not even looked up.

“Excuse me, as in I know I’m interrupting,” Annie
had persisted, “but I think I met you at the hospital.” And she
had, helping her best friend Rebecca with her little boy who had
fallen into a table. He’d been a handful, but Mary had been
patient, calming him down. Annie had stared until Rebecca began to
tease her.

“Could be, but that was the end of my med school
emergency med rotation. Now I’m a doctor.” Mary finally looked up.
She had been filling out forms for Annie’s mother’s clinic, but
Annie had said nothing. That had been the beginning and now, over
eleven years and millions of words later, the house was strewn with
tears and arguments.

Now I can think about endings, Annie thought
as she got out of bed and checked herself out in the mirror. “And I
need a haircut,” Annie muttered. She pulled on warm socks and
jeans, then searched for a sweatshirt in the chest of drawers. All
of Mary’s things were gone, and she opened more drawers, finding
the same. “What the heck?” She went to Mary’s room. The result was
the same, empty drawers and cabinets in the bathroom. Annie sank
down on the bed and looked at the empty room. She realized this was
the last place they had talked, face-to-face, over three months
ago. The night that Mary had told her about Meg. Too exhausted to
even think straight, Annie had simply stared. They had agreed to
settle it while Annie was home, but that moment had never happened.
Jack Keegan had called from New York and Annie was soon back in
Baghdad. She’d been home less than five days.

She headed to the bathroom where she brushed her
teeth and tried to tame her hair, which was now several inches
longer than she was used to wearing it. Something on the counter
glinted as she moved the toothbrush around in her mouth, and she
stared at the mirror. She closed her hand over the shiny metal
object without looking. She turned it in her hand, knew what it
was, and jammed it into her pocket. Someone coughed, a man, and she
paused, listening, then remembered Sarah telling her that a male
agent might be here today. Annie walked out of her bedroom but
didn’t see anyone. Sighing, she walked down the hallway to the
large kitchen and looked into the living room.

“Morning,” she said, startling the man bent over a
laptop.

“Good afternoon.” He stood. “I’m Mike Easton, FBI,
working with Agent Moore.” He held out his hand, and she thought
about Sarah last night. Apparently, all FBI agents were tall.
“Please, just do whatever it is you need to do,” he continued. “I
walk the house about every twenty minutes, inside and out. A crew
will be here soon to install temporary motion sensors outside, but
it shouldn’t take them long. Just a heads up, all right?”

Annie nodded, thinking of all the time and money
being wasted on her. She was home and safe. She started the coffee
and walked around the house. No doubt about it, Mary’s personal
belongings were gone. Does that mean I get the furniture,
Annie wondered as she checked her desk. If Mary had wanted to leave
her any information, it would be here, but there was nothing. Well,
what was there left to say anyway? Mary had just quit asking, quit
talking, quit arguing, and found Meg. And left.

Annie tried calling her mother, but got her
voicemail and left a message. She walked back into the kitchen and
poured a cup of coffee, looking out over Lake Michigan. Steam rose
off the frozen lake as the sun warmed it, something she loved to
watch. The white snow against green pines and coppery oak trees was
soothing. Any color but sand, she thought. The clock showed one
o’clock, and she turned to the laundry room. First load of clothes
in and boots cleaned and put away, she went into her office. Annie
soon had some of her parents’ old rock playing, and then she booted
up her laptop. The music warmed her some, cutting into the curl of
loneliness creeping into her mind. She heard the doors to the deck
close and remembered there was someone else in the house. Perhaps
it wouldn’t be so bad after all, having people around.

Annie reread a page of notes from her final piece in
Baghdad but finally gave up. She couldn’t concentrate, and switched
to e-mail. There was nothing from Kerry in Baghdad, and that
bothered her. The network had her in Iraq almost ten months out of
last year, and she hadn’t been home in over three months. There was
a missed holiday season in there somewhere, not to mention Mary.
Annie slid her hand into her pocket, feeling the ring, turning it
with her fingers. “I wouldn’t want to live with me,” she muttered.
She stared at the laptop again. The U.S. involvement in Iraq was
confusing and dangerous. It had never been about weapons of mass
destruction or democracy. It was about money and politics, maybe
oil. Worse, she had a sliding suspicion that revenge had also
played a big part in the beginning, and that feeling grew each time
she went back. I love my work, Annie thought, but it’s
changing, evolving slowly into something I’m not happy with.
The Jaish al-Basca list was a new wrinkle in her life, but she
couldn’t believe they’d bother with her, not here, in the U.S.

The doors opened in the kitchen, and she heard the
agent come back into the house. The phone rang just as the music
ended.

Her mother’s voice sparkled on the telephone.
“Welcome home, honey. Want to have dinner with us tonight?”

“I’ve died and gone to heaven,” Annie said, amazed
that there were still moments when her mother’s voice would bring
tears to her eyes.

Her mother laughed and asked how she was.

“Homesick, Mom. I’m just glad to be home.” Annie
checked out the refrigerator while talking to her mother. “Do you
want me to bring anything?”

“No, just be there by six. Love you, honey, have to
go.” As they hung up Annie spotted the carton of eggs.

“Cool, eggs. Beats crackers and dried fruit.” She
pulled them out. A white object on the table caught her eye, and
she reached


















cover.jpg





