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DEDICATION
To	my	daughter,	Jennifer,	with	love	and	with	gratitude.	Thanks	for	always	being	there.



CAST	OF	CHARACTERS
The	Carlson	Family	et	al.

Signe	 Carlson:	 Mother	 of	 three	 daughters,	 widow,	 self-made	 multi-millionaire;
Pulitzer	Prize	winning	novelist;	former	OSS-agent;	the	love	of	Mick	McKenna’s	life.

Aurelia	 (Lia)	 Carlson-Cooke:	 Oldest	 Carlson	 daughter;	 historian;	 married	 to
Justin	Cooke.

Brittany	Carlson-Baez:		Middle	Carlson	daughter;	actress/movie	star;	married	to
Hollywood	Producer	Alejandro	Baez.

Jenna	 Carlson:	 Youngest	 Carlson	 daughter;	 operative	 for	 McKenna
International.

James	and	Ellen	Carstairs:	Married	couple	working	for	Signe	at	Buckingham	as
butler	and	housekeeper.

McKenna	International

Mick	McKenna:	Owner	of	McKenna	International	–	a	firm	that	protects	the	rich,
the	 famous	 and,	 occasionally,	 the	 infamous;	 former	 OSS	 commander;	 the	 love	 of
Signe	Carlson’s	life.

Jared	Amory:	Senior	Operative	at	McKenna	International	and	Mick’s	right	hand;
madly	in	love	with	Jenna	Carlson.

Zack	Taylor:	Senior	Operative	at	McKenna	International.

McKenna	International	Operatives:

Tommy	Corcoran Randy	Jensen

Jeff	Weiss Terry	Burns

Aaron	Richards Alan	Marquart

Ben	Bertoli Jimmy	Gorman

Pete	Peterson Evan	MacDonald

Signe’s	Holding	Company	Employees

Ken	Adams:	Senior	Pilot

Harvey	Cramer:	Senior	Pilot

Janet	Dean:		Manager;	Corporate	Acquisitions

The	Diaz	Family	&	Friends



Dona	Maria	Dolores	Díaz	Aguero:	Mother	of	Luis	Díaz;	former	OSS-agent;	long-
time	 friend	 of	 Signe	 and	 Mick;	 large	 landowner	 in	 Nicaragua;	 Sandinista
sympathizer.

Luis	Díaz:	Son	of	Maria	Díaz;	nephew	of	Tomas	Díaz;	Sandinista	sympathizer.

Tomas	 Díaz:	 Uncle	 (Tio)	 Tomas	 to	 Luis;	 older	 brother	 to	 Maria;	 husband	 of
Isabel;	very	wealthy	businessman/landowner	in	Nicaragua;	staunch	supporter	of	the
Sandinistas.

Tesia:		A	local	witch	in	a	small	village	in	Nicaragua.

Cara:		Tesia’s	daughter

Lita:		Tesia’s	daughter-in-law

Places

Buckingham:	 Signe	 Carlson’s	 large	 home	 on	 the	 south	 slope	 of	 Camelback
Mountain	overlooking	the	Phoenix	metropolitan	area.

Casa	Elena:	 	Maria	Díaz’	 large	 and	well	 fortified	 hacienda	 on	 the	 outskirts	 of
Managua,	Nicaragua.



CHAPTER	1
October	was	the	best	month	of	the	year	as	far	as	Signe	Carlson	was	concerned.	The	heat	of
the	Arizona	summer	had	passed	and	everyone	could	look	forward	to	at	least	six	months	of
the	glorious	weather	of	a	southwestern	winter	when	the	sky	was	blue	and	the	air	crisp	and
clean.	As	her	oldest	daughter	Lia	said,	one	didn’t	have	to	shovel	sunshine.

It	was	1972.	Two	years	ago,	amid	all	the	glamour	and	publicity	that	Hollywood	could
bestow,	Signe’s	middle	daughter	Brittany	had	married	Alejandro	Baez,	a	successful	 film
producer	of	Cuban	heritage.	Her	oldest	daughter,	Lia,	had	married	Justin	Cooke	in	a	much
quieter,	 but	 no	 less	 emotional,	 ceremony	 just	 a	 few	 months	 later.	 Lia	 was	 expecting
Signe’s	first	grandchild	in	less	than	three	weeks;	an	event	that	Signe	was	looking	forward
to	with	anticipation.	Lia	was	due	the	second	week	in	November.

Sitting	 on	 the	 patio	 of	 her	 magnificent	 home	 on	 the	 south	 slope	 of	 Camelback
Mountain	in	Scottsdale,	Signe	was	on	her	third	cup	of	coffee	and	her	second	cigarette.	It
was	6:00	a.m.	and	the	night	sky	was	just	beginning	to	show	the	approach	of	dawn.	Signe
loved	the	early	mornings.	The	air	was	cool	and	there	was	a	freshness	about	everything	as
if	the	world	had	been	reborn	overnight.	Besides,	to	her	writer’s	soul,	each	day	held	all	the
promise	 of	 an	 unwritten	 page	 of	 a	 new	 novel.	 Whatever	 might	 happen	 was	 yet	 to	 be
discovered	and	 this	 thought	always	 invigorated	her.	After	all,	what	was	 the	existence	of
mankind	but	the	unfolding	of	unknown	events?	It	was	the	unknown	that	made	life	worth
living.

Her	 latest	novel	was	at	 the	 top	of	 the	New	York	Times	best	seller	 list	and,	while	 that
was	 certainly	 pleasing,	 it	 couldn’t	 compare	 to	 her	 excitement	 about	 the	 birth	 of	 her
forthcoming	grandchild.	Signe	had	no	doubt	that	it	would	be	a	girl.

Her	 youngest	 daughter,	 Jenna,	 much	 to	 Signe’s	 consternation	 had	 joined	McKenna
International.	Mick	McKenna’s	 company	was	world	 famous	 for	 protecting	 the	 rich	 and
famous.	Royalty,	politicians,	heads	of	state,	business	executives	all	turned	to	his	company
when	 they	 needed	 help.	 Although	 the	 work	 was	 often	 routine,	 it	 was	 also	 sometimes
dangerous	and	both	Signe	and,	 to	his	credit,	Mick	had	been	apprehensive	about	 Jenna’s
desire	 to	become	involved	in	his	business.	 In	 the	end,	Signe	had	given	in	and	Mick	had
bowed	to	her	wishes	to	at	least	let	Jenna	go	through	the	rigorous	training	regimen.	Jenna
had	been	a	fully	accredited	operative	for	over	a	year	now	and	she	was	a	very	good	agent
thought	her	mother.	Even	Mick,	whose	praise	was	not	given	lightly,	had	been	proud	of	the
way	she	had	excelled	in	 the	grueling	months	when	she	had	been	taught,	watched,	 tested
and	had	her	 performance	 at	 every	 level	 strictly	 critiqued.	She	had	 surpassed	 everyone’s
expectations	and,	once	Signe	had	reluctantly	given	her	blessing,	Mick	had	no	choice	other
than	 to	offer	her	 the	 job.	 If	she	was	anyone	else,	he	wouldn’t	have	hesitated.	Jenna	was
currently	working	 in	Nicaragua,	 but	 for	 all	 her	mother	 knew	 she	 could	 be	 anywhere	 in
Central	America	and	Signe	hadn’t	heard	from	her	for	several	weeks.	If	Mick	didn’t	give
her	regular	reports	about	her	daughter,	she	knew	she	would	be	far	more	anxious.	Jenna	did
not	write	at	all	and	only	called	about	once	a	month.	Always	collect.

Signe’s	 thoughts	 turned	 to	Mick.	 Still	 incredibly	 handsome	with	 his	 black	 hair	 and
dark	blue	eyes	that	she	always	thought	of	as	Celtic,	he	had	turned	50	a	few	months	ago,



but	he	was	still	as	fit	as	he	had	been	27	years	ago	or	so	he	seemed	to	Signe.	Mick	too	was
away	on	this	particular	job	and	that,	at	least,	gave	Signe	some	relief	from	her	fears	for	her
daughter.	No	one	was	better	 than	Mick	at	what	he	did.	She	had	met	him	during	the	war
when	he	was	the	leader	of	a	small	team	of	OSS	agents.	Signe	had	spent	almost	two	years
working	for	that	elite	organization.	She	had	only	been	18	at	 the	time	and	the	experience
had	 shaped	 her	 into	 the	 woman	 she	 would	 be	 for	 the	 rest	 of	 her	 life;	 calm,	 cool	 and
collected.	She	rarely	showed	her	emotions	even	to	those	closest	to	her.	It	was	who	she	was
and	she	was	beginning	to	accept	it	for	the	first	time	in	her	life.

She	hadn’t	seen	Mick	for	over	ten	years	after	the	war,	but	when,	after	a	short	illness,
her	husband	Grant	had	died	unexpectedly,	she	felt	free	to	see	Mick	again	although	it	had
only	been	a	dozen	times	or	so	until	that	horrible	spring	in	1970	when	she	had	called	to	beg
him	to	help	her	daughter	Brittany	who	was	being	stalked	by	a	madman.	He	had	responded
immediately	and	they	had	brought	that	situation	to	a	very	satisfactory	conclusion	although
Signe	 had	wondered	 at	 the	 time	whether	 she	would	 ever	 live	 through	 it.	 In	 reality,	 she
almost	didn’t.

Signe	and	Mick	had	seen	a	great	deal	of	each	other	since	then.	She	had	finally	come	to
terms	with	her	feelings	for	the	man.	He	was	her	best	friend	and	she	loved	him.	Not	only
did	he	return	her	affection	completely,	but	he	had	become	the	companion	for	whom	she
had	long	hoped.	They	had	 talked	of	marriage	and	Mick	was	certainly	willing,	but	Signe
knew	that	he	wasn’t	yet	ready	to	give	up	his	work	and	she	wasn’t	ready	to	tie	him	down.
She	had	her	own	work;	her	writing,	her	publicity	tours,	and	her	other	business	ventures.	It
was	enough	for	now	that	 they	spent	as	much	time	together	as	 their	careers	allowed.	Her
daughters	 accepted	him	as	 if	 he	were	her	 husband	 anyway.	They	were	of	 a	much	more
permissive	generation	and	as	long	as	they	didn’t	care,	Signe	didn’t	really	feel	it	necessary
to	make	 it	 legal.	What	 was	 legal	 except	 a	 piece	 of	 paper	 nowadays?	 	 They	were	 both
wealthy	and	neither	needed	the	financial	security	that	the	other	could	provide.	In	fact,	she
knew	that	getting	married	would	be	a	very	complicated	process.	Mick	had	no	heirs	other
than	those	he	wished	to	choose,	while	she	had	three	daughters	and	one	grandchild	on	the
way	with	who	knew	how	many	more	to	come.	Brittany	and	Alex	had	been	talking	about
starting	a	family.	As	for	Jenna,	she	would	get	married	or	have	a	baby	or	both	when	and	if
she	decided.	Things	were	fine	just	as	they	were	for	now.

She	looked	up	as	a	burly,	dark-haired	man	walked	around	the	corner	of	the	house.	He
wore	jeans	and	a	dark	blue	T-shirt	and	carried	a	rifle	in	his	hand.	When	he	drew	closer,	he
smiled	and	slowed	his	pace.	“Morning,	Signe,”	he	greeted	her.

“Hi	Tony,”	she	said	returning	his	smile.	Tony	Andretti	was	one	of	four	security	guards
that	patrolled	the	property	between	7	p.m.	and	7	a.m.	He	would	be	going	off	duty	soon.	“A
quiet	night,	I	presume,”	she	said.

“Not	even	a	stray	coyote,”	he	grinned	as	he	kept	walking.	They	all	knew	better	than	to
disturb	 their	 boss	 at	 this	 time	of	 the	morning.	Any	other	 time,	 including	 the	 occasional
nights	 when	 she	 roamed	 around	 if	 she	 was	 unable	 to	 sleep,	 she	 talked	 to	 them	 as	 the
friends	they	had	become,	but	in	the	morning	she	liked	her	solitude.	He	tipped	a	hand	to	his
head	in	a	friendly	gesture	and	moved	on	until	he	was	out	of	sight	around	the	bougainvillea
bushes	that	grew	profusely	on	the	southern	edge	of	the	patio.



Signe	was	almost	tempted	to	stop	him	this	morning	and	talk	for	awhile,	but	it	wouldn’t
really	be	fair	 to	change	the	established	routine.	It	might	be	too	hard	to	get	back	into	the
pattern.	It	was	just	that	the	house	was	so	quiet	with	Mick	and	Jenna	gone.	Lia	and	Justin
had	a	house	 a	 few	miles	 away	and,	of	 course,	Britt	 and	her	husband	Alex	 lived	 in	LA.
When	 the	 girls	 were	 younger	 and	 lived	 here,	 there	 was	 always	 someone	 around	 and
something	 going	 on.	Maybe,	 thought	 Signe,	 it’s	 time	 to	 get	 a	 smaller	 place.	Well,	 she
would	think	about	that	some	other	time.	She	loved	Buckingham	and	she	knew	she	would
miss	it	if	she	decided	to	sell	it.	She	smiled	to	herself.	Everyone	teased	her	about	the	name,
but,	 the	first	 time	she	had	seen	it,	she	had	commented	that	 it	was	as	big	as	Buckingham
Palace	and	the	name	had	stuck.	Besides,	it	accommodated	everyone	when	they	visited	on
holidays	or	just	came	back	for	a	visit.

She	was	contemplating	going	in	for	breakfast	when	the	phone	on	the	patio	bar	began
to	ring.	She	got	up	and	picked	up	the	receiver.	“Hello,”	she	said.

“Hey	gorgeous,”	said	the	deep	voice	on	the	other	end.	“How’s	my	girl	this	morning?”

“Mick!	I	didn’t	expect	you	to	call	this	early,”	she	said	delightedly.

Even	 over	 the	miles	 that	 separated	 them,	 Signe’s	 low	 throaty	 voice	 never	 failed	 to
thrill	 him.	 It	 had	 taken	 27	 years,	 but	 they	 were	 together	 now	 and,	 as	 far	 as	 he	 was
concerned,	he	would	never	let	her	go	again.	“Well,	I	knew	you	were	up	and	we’re	heading
out	for	a	few	days,”	he	said.	“I	may	not	have	a	chance	to	call	again	until	later	in	the	week.
Besides,	I	was	hoping	you	were	missing	me,”	he	teased.

“If	I	didn’t	think	it	would	further	inflate	that	extremely	large	ego	of	yours,”	she	joked
back,	“I	might	just	tell	you	that	I	am.”

“That’s	good	to	hear,	Sig,”	he	replied	more	seriously.	“What’s	going	on?		How’s	Lia?”

“She’s	 fine,	 Mick,”	 laughed	 Signe,	 “but	 she’s	 convinced	 the	 baby	 is	 overdue	 even
though	she’s	still	a	few	weeks	away	from	the	projected	birth	date.	The	last	few	weeks	of
pregnancy	are	the	hardest	on	a	woman.”

“Funny,”	he	said,	“I’d	think	the	really	hard	part	would	begin	once	the	baby’s	born.”

“In	a	way	you’re	right,”	she	agreed	with	a	chuckle,	“but	that’s	not	what	goes	through
your	mind	when	you	feel	like	an	elephant	and	can	barely	walk.”

“I’m	sure	everything	will	be	OK,”	he	assured	her.

“Of	course	it	will.	Lia’s	healthy	and	she	has	the	best	medical	care	available.”

“Well,”	he	said,	“with	any	luck,	Jenna	and	I	will	wrap	up	this	assignment	in	the	next
week	or	so	and	be	back	before	the	baby’s	born.”

“Oh,	Mick,”	sighed	Signe,	“I	would	really	love	it	if	you	could	both	be	here.	I	miss	you
and	I	know	Lia	would	want	you	here	as	well.”

“We’ll	do	our	best,	sweetheart.”

“I	know.	Where	are	you	off	to	anyway?”

“A	 little	 village	 up	 in	 the	 hills,”	 he	 replied	 ambiguously.	 “Our	 man	 seems	 to	 have
taken	 to	 his	 heels	 for	 some	 reason.	 Jared,	 Jenna	 and	 Zack	 are	 tailing	 him	 and	 I’ll	 be



following	them	shortly.”

“Mick,”	 said	 Signe	 quietly,	 “is	 there	 a	 problem?	 	 I	 thought	 you	were	 all	 staying	 in
Managua	for	this	assignment.”

“No	worries,	love,”	he	said	lightly.	“You	know	how	it	goes.”

“Yes,	I	do,”	she	said.	She	had	vowed	that	she	would	let	Mick	do	what	he	loved	to	do
and	did	so	well	without	any	interference	from	her.	It	wouldn’t	be	fair	to	burden	him	with
her	concerns	 for	his	 safety	or	 for	 the	 safety	of	her	daughter.	Still,	 she	always	 felt	better
when	 she	knew	 they	were	 in	no	danger.	This	was	 supposed	 to	be	a	 routine	assignment;
keeping	 an	 eye	on	 a	 local	 dignitary	who	was	getting	hassled	by	 the	Sandinista	Front,	 a
group	 of	 communist	 revolutionaries	 purportedly	 receiving	 their	 support	 from	 Castro	 in
Cuba	 and,	 therefore,	 ultimately,	 from	 the	 Soviet	 Union.	 However,	 as	 Signe	 saw	 it,
revolutionaries	were	rarely	non-violent	and	the	political	climate	in	Nicaragua	wasn’t	any
more	stable	now	than	it	had	been	since	the	country	was	first	conquered	by	the	Spanish	in
the	early	1500’s.	She	really	couldn’t	help	worrying,	but	she	could	keep	her	fears	to	herself.

“I	hate	 to	cut	 this	short,	Sig,	but	I’m	on	my	way	to	 the	airport.	 I	 really	have	 to	go,”
Mick	said.

“I	 love	 you,	Mick.”	 Signe	 didn’t	 often	 say	 that	 to	 him,	 but	 she	 felt	 very	much	 like
saying	it	right	now.

“I	love	you	too,	sweetheart,”	came	back	the	slightly	surprised	response	over	the	long
distance	wire.	“I’ll	call	you	in	a	few	days.	OK?”

“Sure,	Mick.	Take	care.”

“I	always	do,	Sig.	Especially	now	that	I	have	you	to	get	back	to,”	he	laughed.

The	phone	went	dead	as	the	connection	was	cut.	Damn	international	calls	she	swore	to
herself.

Suddenly,	 she	 wasn’t	 the	 least	 bit	 hungry,	 but	 she	 knew	 she	 should	 eat	 something.
Maybe	I’ll	change	and	go	for	a	hike	in	the	mountains	she	thought.	There	were	pathways
all	over	these	mountains	although	that	was	a	bit	of	a	glorified	name	for	them—very	large
hills	was	more	 like	 it.	 She	 had	 carried	 the	 phone	 from	 the	 bar	 to	 the	 table	when	Mick
called,	but	now	she	went	 to	 replace	 it.	Rather	 than	setting	 it	down,	she	cradled	 it	 in	her
arms	 as	 if	 the	 instrument	 itself	 somehow	 kept	 her	 connected	 to	 Mick.	 She	 had	 a	 bad
feeling	that	things	in	Nicaragua	weren’t	going	the	way	they	should	have.	Was	it	something
Mick	had	said	or	maybe	the	tone	of	his	voice?		Whatever	it	was,	she	wouldn’t	know	for
sure	 until	 he	 called	 again.	 She	 set	 the	 phone	 down	 abruptly,	 disgusted	with	 herself	 for
letting	her	thoughts	run	wild.	This	would	never	do.

Two	hours	later,	Signe	wearily	turned	the	key	and	let	herself	in	through	the	back	gate.
Her	hiking	boots	felt	like	they	each	weighed	ten	pounds,	she	was	soaked	with	sweat	and
covered	in	dust.	She	had	tramped	like	a	foot	soldier	on	a	forced	march	up	one	rocky	path
and	 down	 another	 one	 until	 she	 realized	 that	 she	 wasn’t	 solving	 anything	 and	 was
probably	growing	a	nice	crop	of	blisters	that	even	her	top	quality	boots	couldn’t	prevent.
She	 walked	 over	 to	 the	 patio,	 grabbed	 a	 cold	 bottle	 of	 water	 from	 the	 full-sized
refrigerator	that	was	cleverly	concealed	behind	an	attractive	trellis	and	sank	into	a	chair.



	She	had	finished	the	water	she	always	carried	with	her	when	she	hiked	over	half	an	hour
ago.	In	fact,	that’s	what	had	made	her	finally	turn	back.	One	didn’t	hike	these	hills	without
water	 regardless	 of	 the	 time	 of	 year.	 This	was,	 after	 all,	 the	 desert	 and,	 in	 this	 area	 in
particular,	there	was	no	source	of	water	if	one	got	lost.	It	was	a	fatal	mistake	that	too	many
people,	especially	tourists,	made.

Signe	 glanced	 at	 her	 sport’s	 watch.	 It	 was	 almost	 9:30	 a.m.	 It	 had	 been	 over	 three
hours	since	Mick	had	called.	She	wondered	how	many	more	hours	it	would	be	until	she
heard	from	him	again.

I’m	being	ridiculous,	she	thought.	She	got	up	and	went	across	the	lawn	to	the	door	that
led	to	her	bedroom.	She	sat	down	on	one	of	the	chairs	on	the	smaller	patio	outside	of	her
room	and	removed	her	boots,	banging	them	together	over	the	grass	to	remove	the	worst	of
the	dust.	Just	before	she	went	inside,	she	stripped	off	her	socks	as	well.	They	were	almost
as	dusty	as	her	boots.	She	left	both	the	boots	and	the	socks	outside	the	door	and	went	in	to
shower.	 Although	 she	 had	 taken	 care	 of	 her	 own	 things	 for	 most	 of	 her	 life,	 she	 had
learned	that	it	was	almost	an	affront	to	both	Mr.	and	Mrs.	Carstairs	if	she	cleaned	her	own
boots	and	it	was	easier	to	let	them	handle	it	than	it	was	to	make	a	fuss.	They	knew	she	had
gone	for	a	hike.	She	wouldn’t	think	of	leaving	without	letting	one	of	them	know	and	she
was	 quite	 sure	 they	 knew	 she	 was	 back.	 Carstairs	 was	 her	 butler	 and	 his	 wife,	 Ellen
Carstairs,	 served	 as	 the	 housekeeper.	 She	 valued	 them	both.	They	were	 honest,	 diligent
and	hardworking.	She	couldn’t	ask	for	more.	Besides,	they	took	care	of	everything	in	the
huge	house,	managed	all	the	other	help	and	were	like	part	of	the	family.

Signe	felt	better	once	she	had	showered	and	changed.	She	didn’t	have	anything	special
planned	 for	 the	 day	 and	 she	 wasn’t	 expecting	 any	 visitors,	 so	 she	 just	 made	 herself
comfortable	in	a	pair	of	well-worn	jeans	and	a	T-Shirt.	She	slipped	her	feet	into	a	pair	of
soft	moccasins	 before	 heading	 out	 to	 the	 kitchen.	 She	 had	munched	 on	 some	 trail	mix
while	she	was	hiking,	but	she	thought	that	an	early	lunch	sounded	like	a	good	idea.

After	she	had	spoken	with	Mrs.	Carstairs	and	been	assured	that	lunch	would	be	ready
at	noon,	Signe	headed	to	the	library.	This	room	was	definitely	not	just	for	show.	Although
it	was	beautifully	decorated,	its	purpose	was	functional	in	the	extreme	and	Signe	spent	a
great	deal	of	time	among	the	floor	to	ceiling	shelves	that	were	lined	with	books	of	every
description.	She	unabashedly	admitted	to	being	a	book	freak.	She	loved	the	look	of	books,
the	feel	of	books	and	even	the	smell	of	books.	When	she	wasn’t	writing,	she	was	reading.
Comfortable	chairs	were	placed	either	singly	or	in	small	groups	around	the	room	and	there
were	several	desks	where	anyone	could	spread	out	to	work.	One	corner,	however,	was	all
Signe’s.	It	held	her	desk,	her	chair	and	her	typewriter.	This	was	where	she	composed	her
novels.	She	was	an	excellent	 typist	 and	her	 thoughts	 flowed	 from	her	brain	 through	her
fingertips	to	the	paper	with	ease.	Well,	usually.

Signe	didn’t	waste	any	time	looking	around	this	morning.	She	knew	what	she	wanted
and	she	knew	where	to	find	it.	Southwest	corner,	fifth	or	sixth	shelf	up.	She	mounted	the
rolling	ladder	and	hauled	the	atlas	out	of	 its	nest,	 tucking	it	carefully	under	her	arm	and
stepping	gingerly	back	down	the	steps.	Two	bookcases	over,	she	stopped	and	pulled	out	A
History	of	Central	America	from	the	third	shelf.	Rather	than	stay	in	the	room	today,	she
headed	back	out	to	the	porch.	She	had	spent	most	of	the	summer	in	this	room.	Winters	in
Arizona	were	not	to	be	wasted	inside.



Spreading	out	the	atlas,	she	looked	up	the	Republic	of	Nicaragua.	She	was	generally
familiar	with	the	countries	of	the	America’s,	but,	other	than	Mexico,	Brazil	and	Argentina,
with	only	a	few	quick	trips	to	Nicaragua	and	always	just	at	a	hacienda	on	the	outskirts	of
Managua,	she	had	not	spent	any	significant	 time	in	any	other	country.	She	refreshed	her
memory	of	the	largest	country	in	Central	America.	Nestled	between	the	Caribbean	Sea	and
the	 Pacific	 Ocean,	 Nicaragua’s	 neighbor	 to	 the	 north	 was	 Honduras	 while	 Costa	 Rica
formed	 its	southern	border.	The	 land	ran	300	miles	 from	east	 to	west	at	 its	widest	point
and	 290	 miles	 from	 north	 to	 south.	 Its	 largest	 body	 of	 water	 was	 Lake	 Nicaragua.
Interestingly,	 the	 southeast	 corner	 of	 the	 lake	 was	 only	 twelve	 miles	 from	 the	 Pacific
Ocean	while	 the	San	Juan	River	connected	 it	 to	 the	Caribbean	Sea	 to	 the	east.	Running
through	 the	center	of	 the	country	was	a	 ridge	of	mountainous	 terrain,	but	 even	 then	 the
highest	point	appeared	to	be	less	than	7,000	feet.	The	country	was	dotted	with	volcanoes,
many	of	 them	still	active.	Tropical	 lowlands	on	 the	Caribbean	side	held	rain	forests	and
she	was	amazed	to	learn	that	250	inches	of	rain	a	year	was	not	uncommon.	Compared	to
the	eight	 to	 ten	 inches	 in	a	good	year	 in	Phoenix,	 it	was	hard	 for	Signe	 to	 imagine	 that
much	precipitation.

Mick	had	said	he	was	‘going	into	the	hills’.	That	could	be	just	about	anywhere	outside
of	 the	 two	 coastlines.	 Damn!	 She	 had	 wanted	 to	 ask	 exactly	 where,	 but	 she	 knew	 the
phone	lines	were	not	secure	and	she	had	been	trained	better	than	to	question	what	might
be	a	sensitive	matter.

She	hadn’t	taken	the	trouble	to	look	into	the	areas	where	he	had	been	working	at	any
time	over	the	last	two	years.	She	didn’t	really	know	why	she	was	doing	it	now.	Maybe	it
was	 because	 Jenna	 was	 there	 as	 well	 although	 she	 didn’t	 have	 any	 special	 feeling	 of
concern	 for	 her	 daughter—other	 than	 the	 normal	worry	 she	 had	 felt	 ever	 since	 Jen	 had
signed	on	with	Mick’s	company.	On	the	other	hand,	she	did	have	a	nagging	concern	about
Mick.	Everyone	in	her	family	accused	her	of	having	some	kind	of	second	sight.	She	knew
that	was	absurd.	What	she	did	have	was	the	ability	to	read	people’s	faces	and	their	voices.
Something	about	Mick’s	call	 this	morning	had	disturbed	her.	She	 trusted	his	 skills	 even
more	 than	 she	 trusted	her	own.	He	had	not	only	been	her	 commander	during	her	 short-
lived	career	as	an	OSS	agent	during	WWII,	but	he	had	been	with	the	CIA	for	a	number	of
years	before	he	formed	his	own	company.	This	was	what	he	did	for	a	 living	and	he	had
been	 very	 successful	 at	 it	 for	 more	 than	 30	 years.	Why	 was	 she	 concerned	 about	 this
particular	mission?

She	pushed	the	book	away	in	disgust	and	was	about	to	open	the	book	on	the	history	of
the	 region	 when	 the	 doors	 to	 the	 patio	 opened.	 Looking	 over	 her	 shoulder,	 she	 saw
Carstairs	emerge.

“May	I	get	you	a	glass	of	wine	before	lunch,	madam?”	he	asked.

Signe	 thought	 for	a	minute.	Well,	why	not.	She	wasn’t	going	anywhere.	“Yes,	 thank
you,”	she	replied.	“I	believe	I	will	have	one.”	She	looked	at	her	watch.	“I	assume	lunch
will	be	ready	shortly.”

“Indeed,	madam,”	he	smiled.	“At	12:00	p.m.	exactly.”

“I	was	 just	making	 conversation,	Carstairs,”	 she	 said	 returning	 his	 smile.	 “I’m	well
aware	of	the	punctuality	that	you	and	Mrs.	C	insist	on.”



“You	can	always	make	exceptions,	madam,”	he	said,	“but	if	you	request	lunch	at	noon,
then	lunch	will	be	ready	at	noon.”

Signe	 believed	 him.	 Short	 of	 an	 explosion	 in	 the	 kitchen,	 she	 couldn’t	 imagine
anything	else	intervening.	She	recalled	one	time	when	a	rattlesnake	had	somehow	gotten
into	 that	domestic	domain.	 It	had	caused	a	bit	of	 a	 furor,	but	 lunch	had	been	 served	on
time	nevertheless	and	she	had	only	found	out	about	the	snake	by	accident.	No	matter	what
she	said	to	either	of	the	Carstairs	about	her	rather	casual	habits,	if	she	specified	a	time	that
she	wanted	anything,	it	was	waiting	for	her	at	precisely	that	minute	whether	it	was	twelve
noon	or	twelve	midnight.	She	sometimes	felt	as	though	she	was	the	one	tied	to	a	schedule
instead	of	her	employees,	but	 it	was	a	small	price	 to	pay	and	she	knew	that	 it	was	only
because	she	would	feel	guilty	if	she	delayed	anything.	She	doubted	they	would	care	in	the
least	if	she	didn’t	even	show	up	so	long	as	they	had	things	prepared	in	the	event	she	did.

Signe	sipped	at	the	glass	of	crisp	Chardonnay.	It	was	just	mildly	chilled;	exactly	as	she
preferred	it.	“Thank	you	Carstairs,”	she	said.	“This	is	excellent.”

“My	pleasure,”	he	said.	He	bowed	slightly	from	the	waist	and	turned	to	go	back	into
the	house.	Signe	had	always	had	good	posture,	but	she	felt	a	bit	like	a	slouch	compared	to
her	butler.	His	back	was	as	straight	as	a	ramrod.		Ah,	well,	he	was	a	good	man	and	if	he
preferred	 a	 bit	 of	 order	 and	 almost	military	 precision	 in	 his	world,	 she	 thought	 he	was
entitled	to	it.	Where	he	had	ever	found	a	mate	that	was	his	double	in	every	way	but	sex
she	wasn’t	 sure,	but	Mrs.	C	was	cut	 from	 the	 same	cloth	as	her	husband.	Both	of	 them
were	in	their	mid-50’s.	They	even	had	the	same	dark	brown	hair	 that	was	going	slightly
gray	 and	 blue	 eyes	 that	 could	 be	 coolly	 impersonal,	 sympathetically	 understanding	 or
twinkling	with	amusement	depending	upon	the	moment.	They	were	more	like	brother	and
sister	than	man	and	wife.	In	fact,	the	two	of	them	were	more	alike	that	even	most	siblings.
It	was	a	 little	uncanny	sometimes.	The	Carstairs	 selected	all	of	 the	 staff	 and	 supervised
them	 very	 carefully,	 but	 they	 were	 kind	 about	 it	 and	 led	 more	 by	 example	 than	 by
discipline.	It	seemed	to	work	very	well.	And,	since	Signe	insisted	that	the	staff	was	well
paid,	 there	was	a	 large	 incentive	 for	all	employees	 to	 fit	 into	 the	household	and	 to	do	a
good	job.	As	far	as	she	was	concerned,	running	a	home	like	Buckingham	was	much	like
running	a	business.	It	required	every	bit	as	much	skill	and	attention	to	detail	and	she	felt
that	good	work	should	be	rewarded.	If	someone	didn’t	work	out,	they	were	let	go,	but	it
was	a	rare	occurrence.

Signe	had	spent	the	better	part	of	her	life	doing	most	of	her	own	housework,	but	she
had	never	liked	it.	A	competent	staff	to	take	care	of	the	house	was	a	luxury	that	she	could
now	afford	and	she	enjoyed	it	for	the	most	part.	It	was	only	the	lack	of	complete	privacy
that	 sometimes	bothered	her,	 but	 that	 too	was	 a	 small	 price	 to	pay.	 If	 she	wanted	 to	be
alone,	she	could	go	to	any	number	of	places	to	get	away.	She	owned	a	cabin	in	the	cool,
mountainous	pine	country	 in	 the	northern	part	of	Arizona,	a	beach	house	 in	Maui	and	a
villa	 in	Cannes	not	 to	mention	apartments	 in	Manhattan	and	Paris.	All	of	 the	houses	or
apartments	 had	 a	 small	 resident	 staff,	 but	 she	 only	 employed	 a	 caretaker	 for	 the	 cabin
northeast	of	Payson.	He	lived	in	a	smaller	cabin	on	the	property	and	supervised	a	cleaning
service	that	came	in	once	a	week	when	she	wasn’t	there,	which	was	most	of	the	time.	All
in	all,	life	was	excellent,	but	she	never	regretted	the	days	when	money	wasn’t	as	plentiful.
That	had	been	a	good	time	too;	just	different.



She	lit	a	cigarette	while	she	sipped	at	her	wine.	She	had	opened	the	book	on	Central
America	and	was	deep	into	the	political	history	of	Nicaragua	when	Carstairs	returned	with
the	serving	cart.	She	pushed	the	book	aside	so	that	he	could	set	her	place.	While	he	fussed
with	 the	 placemat,	 the	 china	 and	 the	 cutlery,	 she	 took	 a	 minute	 to	 look	 out	 into	 the
peaceful	 desert	 that	 surrounded	her	 home.	Originally,	 there	 had	been	 a	 solid	 seven	 foot
high	 stucco	wall	 surrounding	 the	 ten	 acres	 of	 land,	 but	 she	 hadn’t	 like	 the	 way	 that	 it
blocked	 her	 view	of	 the	 terrain.	 She	 had	 it	 rebuilt	 so	 that	 in	 certain	 areas	 there	was	 an
attractive	wrought	iron	fence	that	allowed	her	to	see	out	without	the	larger	desert	animals
like	coyotes	or	 the	odd	band	of	 javelinas,	 the	wild	boars	 that	occasionally	 roamed	 these
hills,	getting	in.	Not	even	the	wall	would	keep	out	a	determined	mountain	lion,	but	they
were	very	scarce	and	she	had	never	seen	one	although	she	had	been	warned	once	or	twice
that	one	had	been	spotted	in	the	area	and	to	be	on	her	guard.	They	just	kept	the	flood	lights
on	for	a	few	nights	until	the	cat	had	either	been	captured	or	had	made	its	way	to	a	more
productive	hunting	ground.

When	 Carstairs	 was	 satisfied	 that	 everything	 was	 in	 its	 place,	 he	 served	 the	 cold
shrimp	 salad,	 added	 lime	 to	 the	 glass	 of	 Perrier	 and	 brought	 her	 a	 fresh	 glass	 of
Chardonnay.	“Will	there	be	anything	else	at	the	moment,	madam?”	he	asked.

Signe	looked	at	the	generous	portion	of	shrimp,	the	bite-sized	pieces	of	tomato	and	the
chilled	 asparagus	 that	 were	mounded	 on	 the	 plate.	 There	 was	 also	 a	 basket	 of	 various
kinds	of	bread	and	rolls	and	a	dish	of	butter.	“I	can’t	think	of	a	single	thing,	Carstairs,”	she
smiled.	“Thank	you.”

“Very	good,	madam,”	he	said	with	a	satisfied	smile.

When	 she	 was	 alone	 again,	 she	 sighed.	 Even	 her	 morning	 hike	 had	 not	 given	 her
enough	of	an	appetite	to	eat	all	of	this	food.	For	some	reason,	Mrs.	Carstairs	and	the	cook,
Mrs.	Abernathy,	thought	she	was	too	thin	and,	no	matter	what	she	said,	they	tempted	her
at	every	turn.		It	did	seem	a	shame	to	waste	it.	Well,	she	would	just	do	her	best.

She	 didn’t	 feel	 like	 reading	 about	 the	 troubled	 history	 of	 Nicaragua	 while	 she	 was
eating	 so	 she	 amused	 herself	watching	 a	 family	 of	 quail	 that	were	 scurrying	 about	 just
outside	 the	 fence	and,	once	 they	had	 run	off,	 she	gazed	 for	 some	 time	at	a	circling	 red-
tailed	 hawk	 that	 was	 looking	 for	 prey.	 They	 were	 such	 elegant	 creatures,	 she	 thought.
Reluctantly	ignoring	the	bread,	she	had	made	her	way	through	almost	a	third	of	the	rest	of
the	food	when	she	heard	the	patio	door	open	once	again.

Turning	around,	she	saw	both	Lia	and	Brittany	walk	out.	She	pushed	her	chair	back
quickly	 and	 stood	 up.	 “Britt,	 what	 are	 you	 doing	 here?”	 she	 asked	 in	 amazement.	 Lia
dropped	 by	 on	 occasion,	 but	 Brittany,	 who	 lived	 with	 her	 husband	 Alex	 Baez	 in
Brentwood,	never	just	‘dropped	by’.	She	hugged	both	of	her	daughters,	delighted	with	the
unexpected	 company.	 “How	 are	 you	 feeling,	 Lia?”	 she	 asked	 as	 her	 oldest	 daughter
dropped	 heavily	 into	 a	 chair.	 Lia’s	 hair	 was	 blond	 and	 she	 had	 light	 blue	 eyes	 while
Brittany’s	hair	was	the	color	of	mahogany	and,	since	she	favored	her	father’s	side	of	the
family,	 her	 eyes	were	hazel.	Lia,	 her	oldest	 daughter,	 had	 the	most	 angelic	 smile	 in	 the
world.	Since	 the	 situation	 in	Hollywood	when	a	 stalker	was	menacing	Brittany,	 they	all
teased	her	 about	 her	 ‘Botticelli	Smile’,	 but	 only	 her	mother,	 her	 sisters	 and	Mick	 knew
what	it	meant.	None	of	 them	had	mentioned	how	she	had	acquired	that	nickname	to	her



husband	 Justin.	 It	 didn’t	 concern	 him	 as	 it	 had	 only	 been	 the	 result	 of	 a	 short-term
flirtation	with	Zack	Taylor,	one	of	Mick’s	operatives.

“Like	a	beached	whale,	mother,”	she	replied.

“Do	 you	 girls	 want	 lunch?”	 asked	 their	 mother.	 “I’m	 sure	 Mrs.	 Abernathy	 can
scrounge	up	something	other	than	shrimp,	Britt,”	she	smiled.	Britt	did	not	like	seafood	of
any	kind.

“No,	mom,”	she	replied,	“but	I’ll	take	a	glass	of	wine	if	you	don’t	mind.”

“Of	 course	 I	 don’t	mind,	Britt,”	 said	Signe.	Her	daughter	might	 be	one	of	 the	most
well-known	 actresses	 in	 the	world,	 but	 her	mother	 could	 read	 her	well.	 Something	was
bothering	her.	“Is	everything	OK	with	Alex?”	she	asked	casually.

Britt	smiled	at	her,	but	Signe	saw	that	her	daughter	was	forcing	 it.	Her	eyes	weren’t
smiling	at	all.	“Alex	is	just	fine,	mom,”	she	replied.	“He	sends	his	love.	Actually,	he’ll	be
here	later	this	afternoon.	He’s	flying	in	from	Chicago.”

Carstairs	had	followed	the	girls	out	of	the	house	and	he	carried	a	silver	tray	to	the	table
with	a	glass	of	Chablis	for	Brittany	and	a	Coke	for	Lia.	He	also	brought	a	fresh	glass	of
wine	 for	Signe	 even	 though	 she	 hadn’t	 finished	 the	 first	 one.	After	 setting	 them	on	 the
table,	he	left	rather	quickly.	Signe	found	his	abrupt	departure	a	little	strange.	Both	he	and
Mrs.	Carstairs	were	quite	fond	of	her	daughters	and	generally	engaged	in	at	least	a	certain
amount	of	conversation	with	them.

“Justin	will	be	here	after	a	while	as	well,”	said	Lia	trying	to	sound	as	though	nothing
was	wrong.

Signe	took	a	sip	of	her	wine	and	lit	a	cigarette.	Britt,	who	rarely	smoked,	also	reached
for	the	box	and	lit	one	of	her	brand.	Signe	noticed	that	Carstairs	had	replaced	the	box	that
was	 there	 earlier	with	 another	 that	 obviously	 contained	Britt’s	 cigarettes	 as	well	 as	 her
own.	Lia	had	given	up	smoking	during	her	pregnancy.

“It	will	be	easier	if	you	just	tell	me	what’s	going	on	rather	than	trying	to	think	how	I
will	 take	the	news,”	said	their	mother.	She	was	beginning	to	get	very	nervous.	This	was
not	a	normal	pattern	for	her	daughters.

“Why	on	earth	would	you	think	there’s	anything	wrong,	Mom?”	said	Brittany.	“Can’t
your	daughters	just	drop	in	for	a	visit?”

“No.	I	mean	you	could,	of	course.	You’re	always	welcome	here	and	you	know	it.	But
since	you’ve	never	done	 it	before,	 I	assume	that	something	 is	wrong.”	She	 took	another
sip	of	wine	and	suddenly	her	eyes	clouded.	“It	isn’t	Jenna,	is	it?”	she	asked	breathlessly.
“Oh	god,	no,”	she	answered	her	own	question.	“It’s	Mick!”

Neither	of	her	daughters	was	going	to	question	how	she	knew.	She	always	knew.	She
had	an	almost	supernatural	sixth	sense.	It	was	spooky	sometimes.

Since	 Lia	 was	 in	 no	 condition	 to	 get	 up	 quickly,	 Britt	 was	 the	 one	 to	 jump	 to	 her
mother’s	side.	She	knelt	down	and	took	her	hand	in	both	of	hers,	holding	it	tightly.	She	felt
the	 slight	 shaking	 and	 kissed	 the	 clenched	 fist.	 “Mom,	 Jenna’s	 fine,”	 Britt	 assured	 her.
“She	called	me.	I’m	not	sure	how,	but	it	was	some	kind	of	shortwave	radio	or	something.



We	think	Mick’s	OK	too,	but,	well,	he’s…he’s	kind	of	missing,”	she	said	as	she	burst	into
tears.

“Missing,”	 said	 Signe	 flatly.	 She	 tried	 to	 let	 the	word	 sink	 into	 her	 brain.	 “Missing
from	where?”	she	asked	distantly	as	she	handed	her	napkin	 to	her	daughter.	She	had	no
energy	to	get	up	for	the	box	of	tissues.

Brittany	couldn’t	reply.	She	covered	her	face	with	the	cloth	and	just	kept	sobbing.

“From	what	 I	 understand,	mom,”	 said	Lia	 gently,	 tears	welling	 up	 in	 her	 eyes	 also,
“Mick	was	flying	to	some	place	in	Nicaragua	this	morning	to	meet	Jen,	Jared,	Zack	and	a
few	 other	 agents.	 His	 plane	 went	 down	 before	 he	 got	 there.	 It	 didn’t	 crash,”	 she	 said
quickly	as	she	saw	her	mother’s	face.	“It	just	landed.	The	plane	got	out	a	mayday	and	all
of	them,	Jenna	and	everybody,	got	to	the	site	within	30	minutes.	The	plane	was	fine,	but
the	pilot	and	Mick	were	gone.”

“I	see,”	said	Signe.	She	stared	out	at	the	desert	for	a	long	minute.	It	was	still	the	same
scene	it	had	been	only	a	short	while	ago,	but	it	no	longer	gave	her	any	pleasure.	So,	for
what	 it	 was	 worth,	 her	 premonition	 had	 been	 right	 after	 all.	 Mick	 was	 missing	 in	 the
mountains	of	Nicaragua.	Had	he	anticipated	something	would	go	wrong?		It	didn’t	matter.
Mick	 was	 nothing	 if	 not	 cautious,	 but	 he	 was	 not	 afraid	 either.	 He	 would	 have	 taken
whatever	precautions	he	felt	necessary	and	then	he	would	have	proceeded	to	do	whatever
he	needed	to	do.

“Mom,”	cried	Lia,	 “are	you	OK?	 	 I	mean,	 I	know	you’re	not	OK,	but	what	 can	we
do?”

Signe	felt	as	though	she	was	coming	back	from	some	very	distant	place,	but	the	near
panic	 in	Lia’s	voice	and	Brittany’s	sobs	had	called	 to	her	and	it	was	her	 job	to	respond.
She	 extricated	 her	 hand	 from	 Britt’s	 grasp	 and	 patted	 her	 daughter’s	 dark	 hair	 gently.
Then,	she	gave	Lia	a	small	smile.	“I’m	all	right,	darling,”	she	said.	“A	little	shocked,	but	it
will	pass.”	She	took	a	sip	of	wine.

“Do	you	want	some	brandy?”	asked	Britt	as	she	bravely	dried	her	tears.

“Good	heavens,	no!”	said	her	mother.	“I’d	as	soon	drink	Tabasco	Sauce.”

This	brought	a	flash	of	smile	to	Britt’s	face.	Her	mother	had	made	her	taste	for	brandy
well	 known	 during	 that	 awful	 time	 when	 she	 and	 Mick	 and	 her	 sisters	 had	 come	 to
Hollywood	to	save	her	from	the	worst	nightmare	of	her	life.	Now,	her	mother	was	facing
another	nightmare	and	Brittany	didn’t	know	what	she	could	possibly	do	about	it.

“Lia,	 darling,”	 said	her	mother	who	now	 looked	as	 calm	as	 a	 clam,	but	whose	 eyes
were	 still	 in	 some	 other	 place	 that	 only	 she	 could	 see,	 “please	 don’t	 upset	 yourself.	 It
won’t	do	you	or	my	granddaughter	any	good.”

Lia	gave	a	small	laugh.	“You’re	convinced	that	it’s	a	girl,	aren’t	you?”

“Yes,”	she	replied.	“It	will	only	upset	me	more	if	you	don’t	relax.	As	you	said,	there’s
no	reason	to	think	that	Mick	has	been	hurt.	He’s	just…”	she	tried	to	think	how	best	to	say
something	 that	 wouldn’t	 distress	 her	 daughters	 even	 more.	 “He’s	 just	 temporarily
misplaced.	He’ll	turn	up.”



“Of	course	he	will,	mom,”	said	Brittany.	She	was	determined	that	she	was	going	to	be
strong	for	her	mother.	She	had	already	broken	down	once.	Well,	that	wasn’t	entirely	true.
She	had	cried	so	hard	when	she	finally	reached	Alex	that	he	could	barely	understand	her.
When	he	finally	understood	what	she	was	saying,	he	did	his	best	 to	calm	her	down	and
then	he	had	told	her	to	get	herself	to	Phoenix	and	he	would	be	there	as	soon	as	he	could
get	 to	 the	 airport	 and	make	 the	 3	 1/2	 hour	 flight.	He	would	meet	 her	 there.	 Jenna	 had
called	her	instead	of	Lia	because	they	were	all	concerned	about	Lia’s	condition.	Britt	had
shown	up	at	Lia’s	house	just	as	unexpectedly	as	they	had	shown	up	at	their	mother’s.	Britt
had	cried	again	when	she	told	Lia	what	happened	and,	this	time,	Lia	was	the	one	who	had
had	to	calm	her	down.	Lia	might	be	pregnant,	but	she	was	still	the	older	sister	and	she	still
had	far	more	control	of	her	emotions	that	her	younger	sister.	She	had	called	her	husband,
Justin,	 but	 she	 and	 Britt	 had	 decided	 they	 wanted	 to	 break	 the	 news	 to	 their	 mother
themselves	and	Justin	had	understood.	Lia	had	asked	him	 to	be	at	Buckingham	by	3:00
p.m.	and	he	promised	he	would,	but	only	after	she	had	assured	him	that	she	was	fine	and
that	she	would	be	with	Britt	the	whole	time.

Signe	 smiled	 at	 her	middle	 daughter.	 Not	 only	 was	 Britt	 the	 ‘drama	 queen’	 of	 the
family,	but	 she	was	 just	naturally	more	emotional	 than	any	of	 the	 rest	of	 them.	Oh,	her
sisters	 could	 give	 her	 a	 run	 for	 the	 money	 when	 it	 came	 to	 shedding	 tears,	 but	 Jenna
tended	to	get	angry	first	and	Lia	cried	most	often	when	her	sisters	did.	It	was	just	who	they
were	and	she	loved	them	for	both	their	individuality	and	their	sameness.

She	heard	the	patio	doors	open	again	and	both	Carstairs	and	his	wife	came	out.	They
were	devoted	to	the	family	and	Signe	could	tell	instantly	that	the	girls	had	told	them	what
had	 happened	 to	 Mick.	 No	 wonder	 Carstairs	 had	 departed	 so	 rapidly.	 The	 girls	 had
probably	asked	for	a	little	time	alone	with	their	mother.	Carstairs	busied	himself	refilling
everyone’s	glasses,	but	Mrs.	C	came	over	to	Signe	and	rested	her	hand	on	her	employer’s
shoulder.	It	was	a	rare	familiarity,	but	Signe	didn’t	mind	in	the	least.	She	was	just	as	fond
of	them	as	they	were	of	her.

“Is	there	anything	we	can	do,	Miss?”	she	asked.

Signe	 could	 see	 that,	 while	 her	 demeanor	 was	 calm,	 her	 eyes	 were	 red-rimmed.
“Actually,	there	is	Mrs.	C,”	she	said.	“Would	you	please	pack	two	bags	for	me?	One	small
bag;	nothing	fancy.	Maybe	two	pair	of	jeans,	a	few	T-shirts,	my	boots	and,	well,	you	know
the	rest.	Enough	for	perhaps	a	week,	but	please	keep	it	to	a	minimum.	I	may	well	have	to
travel	lightly	for	a	time.	Skirts,	blouses,	dresses	and	one	nice	dress,	the	new	green	one,”
she	 decided	 quickly,	 “in	 the	 other	 bag.	 Make	 the	 second	 case	 larger	 and	 use	 my	 best
luggage	for	both.”

Mrs.	Carstairs’	face	momentarily	registered	a	look	of	shock,	but	it	took	her	only	a	few
seconds	 to	 compose	 her	 features	 into	 the	 blandness	 that	 only	 a	 really	 excellent
housekeeper	could	manage.	She	knew	it	would	be	useless	to	try	to	talk	her	employer	out
of	whatever	she	was	planning	and,	besides,	she	wasn’t	sure	she	wanted	to.	She	had	learned
a	great	deal	about	Signe	Carlson	two	years	ago,	when	her	daughters	and	their	friends	from
Mr.	McKenna’s	company	had	stayed	at	 the	house	while	 their	mother	and	Mr.	McKenna
were	on	a	cruise.	They	had	 told	both	she	and	her	husband	about	how	Mrs.	Carlson	had
saved	Brittany’s	life	and	the	respect	that	they	had	always	had	for	their	mistress	had	grown
beyond	all	bounds.	If	anyone	could	make	sure	that	Mr.	McKenna	returned	safe	and	sound,



it	was	Mrs.	Carlson.	 “I’ll	have	 it	done	 in	 twenty	minutes,”	 she	promised.	She	 squeezed
Signe’s	shoulder	once	more	and	walked	quickly	away	in	the	direction	of	her	bedroom.

“Mother,”	gasped	Lia,	“what	on	earth	do	you	plan	to	do?”

Signe	looked	at	her	daughter.	“I	plan	to	fly	to	Nicaragua,	Lia.	I’m	sure	that	Britt	will
agree	 to	 stay	 here	 with	 you	 and	 I’m	 just	 as	 sure	 that	 I’ll	 be	 back	 in	 time	 for	 my
granddaughter’s	birth.	With	Mick,”	she	added	emphatically.

“Please	mom,”	said	Brittany,	“can’t	you	just	let	Jenna	and	Jared	and	Zack	handle	this?	
It’s	their	job	and	you	know	they’re	devoted	to	Mick.	They	won’t	rest	until	they	find	him.”

“No	doubt,”	said	their	mother.	“I	am	not	questioning	their	talents	or	their	loyalty.	But,
I	 am	going	 anyway.	Will	 you	 stay	here	with	Lia	 just	 in	 case	 the	baby	decides	 to	 arrive
early?		The	first	one	rarely	does,	but	I	would	prefer	that	at	least	one	member	of	the	Family
is	here	besides	Justin.”

“Of	course,	I’ll	stay,”	said	Britt.	“But	that	doesn’t	mean	I	want	you	to	go.	You	don’t
know	 anything	 about	 Nicaragua	 or	 what	 you	might	 be	 getting	 into.	 You	 could	 end	 up
missing	too.”

“I	 have	 no	 intention	 of	 going	 missing	 Brittany,”	 said	 her	 mother.	 “Now,	 if	 you’ll
excuse	me,	I	have	a	few	phone	calls	to	make.	I’ll	be	back	shortly.”	With	that,	she	stood	up
and	walked	 rapidly	 into	 the	 house.	 Signe	 had	 been	 born	with	 a	 gift.	 She	 had	 a	 unique
talent	 for	 assessing	 various	 situations	 and	making	 rapid	 decisions	 on	 how	 to	 deal	 with
them.	Thankfully,	it	had	not	failed	her	now.

Her	 daughters	 just	 looked	 at	 the	 rigid	 set	 of	 her	 shoulders	 and	 knew	 there	wasn’t	 a
damn	thing	they	could	say	to	stop	her.

Britt	took	a	gulp	of	wine	and	Lia	wished	she	could	as	well,	but	she	knew	it	wouldn’t
be	good	for	the	baby.	She	hadn’t	counted	on	Carstairs.	He	brought	her	a	glass	of	dark	red
wine.	“I	understand	that	an	excellent	Cabernet	has	medicinal	properties	that	will	not	harm
even	a	babe	 in	 the	womb,”	he	 said	kindly	as	he	 set	 it	down	 in	 front	of	her.	 	 “Only	one
glass,	of	course.”

Lia	looked	up	at	him	gratefully.	“What	would	we	do	without	you,	Carstairs?”

“I’m	sure	I	don’t	know,	Miss	Lia,”	he	responded	solemnly,	but	with	a	 twinkle	 in	his
eyes.	They	had	had	this	identical	conversation	many	times	and,	even	though	she	was	now
married,	she	would	always	be	Miss	Lia	to	him.

When	Carstairs	had	gone	back	into	the	house,	the	girls	sat	in	silence	for	a	few	minutes.

“We	shouldn’t	have	told	her,”	said	Britt.

“Right,	 sis,”	 sighed	 Lia	 as	 she	 took	 a	 sip	 of	 the	 wine.	 “Can	 you	 imagine	what	 we
would	do	if	she	kept	something	like	this	from	us?”

“She	always	keeps	 things	 from	us,”	 said	Brittany	a	 little	bitterly.	“She	never	 told	us
that	she	planned	to	set	herself	up	as	the	target	for	that	damned	stalker	who	was	after	me.
She	just	did	it.”

“OK,	I	know,”	replied	Lia.	“But	what	else	could	we	do?		We	couldn’t	let	her	just	sit
around	waiting	 for	 a	 phone	 call	 from	Mick.	 One	 that	 might	 not	 have	 ever	 come,”	 she



shuddered.

“I’m	sorry,	Lia,”	said	Brittany.	She	was	on	the	verge	of	tears	again.	“Please	don’t	get
upset.	 I	know	we	had	no	other	choice,	but	 I	didn’t	 think	even	mom	would	 just	get	on	a
plane	and	fly	to	Nicaragua.”

“You	 ought	 to	 know	 her	 better	 by	 now,	 Britt,”	 said	 Lia.	 “Mom	 doesn’t	 sit	 on	 the
sidelines	 for	 anyone.	 Especially	 when	 one	 of	 the	 Family	 is	 concerned.	 And	 Mick	 is
certainly	one	of	us	now,”	she	said	managing	a	small	grin.

“I’m	glad	mom	finally	admitted	how	much	she’s	always	cared	about	him.	She	needs
him.	It’s	different,	you	know.	I	mean,	she	has	us,	but	we	all	have	other	lives	now	and	Mick
fills	 a	 place	 in	 her	 life	 that	we	 can’t.”	Britt	managed	 a	wry	 laugh.	 “In	more	ways	 than
one,”	she	giggled.

“Knock	it	off,	Britt,”	warned	Lia.	“It	isn’t	any	different	with	mom	and	Mick	than	it	is
with	you	and	Alex	or	me	and	Justin.	Just	because	she’s	our	mother	doesn’t	mean	that	she
doesn’t	need	a	man	in	her	life.”

“I	know,”	replied	Britt.	“It’s	just	that	mom	never	really	seemed	to	need	anyone	and,	to
be	honest,	I’m	not	sure	she	really	does.	I’m	just	glad	that	she	has	us	and	that	she	also	has
Mick.	He’s	so	great	with	her.	He’s	the	only	one	who	can	really	understand	her;	at	least	at
one	level.	I’m	not	sure	we	ever	will.”

“First	of	all,	mom	and	Mick	are	nearly	the	same	age,”	said	Lia.	“And,	they	were	both
OSS	agents	 during	 the	war.	They	have	 things	 in	 common	 that	we	will	 never	 have	with
either	of	them.	It	isn’t	a	contest.	Mom	doesn’t	love	Mick	more	than	she	loves	us.	She	just
loves	us	in	different	ways	and	we	fill	different	needs.”

“I	 know,”	 said	 Britt.	 “I	 really	 do	 understand	 that	 now.	 Do	 you	 think	 we’re	 finally
growing	up?”

“At	 least	a	 little,”	 laughed	Lia.	She	put	her	hand	 to	her	stomach	as	 the	baby	kicked.
“This	little	devil	has	been	beating	the	crap	out	of	me	for	months,”	she	growled.	“Mom	is
sure	it’s	a	girl,	but	I	still	think	it’ll	be	a	boy.”

“I	 won’t	 bet	 on	 that,”	 giggled	 Britt.	 “You’ve	 never	 demonstrated	 that	 you	 have	 a
crystal	ball,	but	mom’s	been	on	the	mark	more	times	than	I	care	to	remember.”

“You	may	be	 right,”	Lia	 sighed.	“Thankfully,	we	don’t	have	 to	wait	much	 longer	 to
find	out.	Nine	months	 is	a	hell	of	a	 long	time	to	wait	for	a	baby,	but	I’m	sure	 it	will	be
worth	it,”	she	grinned.	“Well,	at	least	I	think	it	will	be.”

“I	know	it	will	be,	Lia,”	said	her	sister.	“After	all,	look	what	mom	got.”

“That’s	what	worries	me,”	Lia	said	with	an	even	bigger	grin.	She	 looked	up	as	 their
mother	walked	out	of	the	door	to	her	bedroom.	It	was	shortly	after	1:00	p.m.	She	had	been
gone	 less	 than	 30	 minutes	 and	 she	 had	 exchanged	 her	 blue	 jeans	 for	 an	 elegant,	 but
comfortable-looking	 black	 outfit	 that	 appeared	 to	 be	 a	 soft	 cotton-weave	 over	 shirt	 and
matching	 pants.	 Her	 slim	waist	 was	 belted	 in	 by	 a	 black	 stretch	 belt	 with	 a	 handsome
bronze	buckle	that	fastened	by	slipping	one	side	of	the	rather	ornate	metal	point	into	the
large	oval	loop	at	the	other	side.	She	wore	black	Italian	loafers	and	had	a	large	black	purse
over	her	shoulder.	To	her	daughter’s	amazement,	she	was	wearing	a	diamond	necklace,	a



diamond	bracelet,	 diamond	earrings	 and	a	huge	diamond	 ring.	She	 looked	every	bit	 the
multi-millionaire	that	she	was.	It	was	an	odd	look	for	their	mother,	not	the	clothes,	but	the
jewelry,	and	it	made	both	of	her	daughters	even	more	nervous	than	they	had	been	before.
Their	mother	never	wore	that	kind	of	jewelry.	She	rarely	wore	anything	except	a	watch.

Brittany	had	never	even	seen	the	diamond	set	before	and	she	was	somewhat	shocked
that	 her	mother	 even	 owned	 it.	Her	mother	 preferred	 emeralds	 and	 she	 had	 a	 gorgeous
parure	of	the	stones	that	so	flattered	her	green	eyes.	The	diamonds	must	have	been	in	her
mother’s	safe.	She	had	no	idea	what	they	might	be	worth,	but	it	was	obviously	a	lot.	Her
mother	would	never	bother	with	paste	gems.

As	she	approached	and	then	slipped	into	a	chair,	she	smiled	at	her	daughters	with	that
brilliant	smile	for	which	she	had	become	so	famous.	Carstairs	brought	her	a	fresh	glass	of
wine	 and	 she	 nodded	 at	 him	 gratefully.	 He	 held	 out	 the	 box	 of	 cigarettes	 and	 then
produced	a	lighter.	Signe	again	nodded	her	thanks.

“James,”	 she	 said	 softly	 shocking	 not	 only	 Carstairs,	 but	 her	 daughters.	 She	 never
called	him	by	his	first	name.	“I	have	a	favor	to	ask	of	you.”

“Anything,	Mrs.	Carlson,”	he	said	with	a	slight	stammer.

She	held	up	a	folded	piece	of	paper	and	handed	it	to	him.	“I	would	like	you	to	call	this
number	 at	 precisely	 3:00	 p.m.	 Please	 tell	 whoever	 answers	 who	 you	 are,	 that	 you	 are
calling	on	my	behalf	and	advise	them	to	notify	Jared	Amory	that	I	will	arrive	in	Managua
at	approximately	7:00	p.m.	barring	any	delays	in	Mexico	City.”

“Of	course,	madam,”	he	replied.	He	took	the	paper	from	her.	“At	precisely	3:00	p.m.,”
he	repeated.

“Thank	you.	Oh,	and	I’m	expecting	a	visitor	shortly.	Someone	from	General	Graves’
staff.	Please	show	him	out	here	when	he	arrives	and	you	may	want	to	alert	the	gate.	Also,
I’ll	need	the	car	to	take	me	to	the	airport	at	2:15.”

“Of	 course,	Mrs.	 Carlson,”	 he	 said	 with	 a	 slight	 bow.	 He	 was	 back	 in	 control.	 He
turned	and	walked	into	the	house.

She	 turned	 to	 her	 daughters	 and	 looked	 at	 each	 of	 them	 carefully.	 She	 looked
specifically	 at	 Lia’s	 glass	 of	 wine.	 “That’s	 a	 good	 idea,”	 she	 said,	 “but	 only	 one.	 For
medicinal	purposes,	of	course,”	she	laughed.

Her	 daughters	 were	 amazed.	 To	 all	 appearances,	 their	 mother	 looked	 as	 though
nothing	 at	 all	 was	 wrong	 and	 that	 she	 wasn’t	 planning	 to	 fly	 off	 to	 some	 third	 world
country	in	an	hour	or	so.

“Mother,	you	look	wonderful,”	said	Britt.	“That	outfit	makes	you	look	like	a	million
dollars.”

“Thank	you,	Britt,”	smiled	Signe.	“I	do	plan	to	at	least	arrive	in	style.	The	rest	of	the
journey	may	not	be	quite	so	elegant.”

“What	 have	 you	 got	 planned,	 mother?”	 asked	 Lia.	 “And	 why	 are	 you	 stopping	 in
Mexico	City?”



“Ken	says	that	he	doesn’t	know	anything	about	the	airport	in	Managua	and	he	insists
upon	 refueling	 the	 jet	 there.	 He	 may	 have	 changed	 his	 mind	 before	 I	 even	 get	 to	 the
airport.	I’m	sure	he	will	have	thoroughly	researched	the	issue	before	we	leave	Phoenix,”
she	 replied.	Ken	Adams	was	one	of	 the	 corporate	pilots	 and	her	mother’s	 favorite.	Ken
had	been	a	major	in	the	Air	Force	during	the	Korean	War.	He	was	very	good	at	his	new
civilian	job	and	he	and	Mick	had	become	fast	friends	in	the	last	two	years.

“Well,	if	I	can	be	glad	about	any	of	this,”	said	Lia,	“I’m	glad	that	it’s	Ken	who’s	going
with	you.	He’ll	keep	you	out	of	trouble	if	anyone	can.”

“I	won’t	need	to	be	‘kept	out	of	trouble’,”	replied	her	mother.	“I	plan	 to	keep	a	very
low	profile.	At	least,”	she	said	enigmatically,	“after	my	very	high	profile	arrival.”

Brittany	held	up	a	hand.	“Mom,	I	just	don’t	want	to	hear	about	what	you	have	in	mind.
I’m	going	to	have	nightmares	until	you	get	back	just	imaging	what	you	might	possibly	do
and	I	suspect	that	even	my	imagination	is	not	up	to	what	you	might	really	do.”

“There’s	nothing	to	worry	about,	my	dears,”	Signe	said	with	a	 light	 laugh.	“There	is
very	 little	 that	money	 can’t	 buy	 in	 a	 country	 like	Nicaragua.	 I’m	merely	 going	 to	 do	 a
little…negotiating,”	she	finished	after	a	brief	pause.

“OK,	mom,”	sighed	Lia.	“We’ve	already	come	to	the	conclusion	that	there	isn’t	a	thing
we	can	do	to	stop	you	so	we	won’t	even	try.	Just	be	safe.”

“Of	course,	I’ll	be	safe,	Lia,”	she	assured	her.

“Who	 is	 this	General	Graves,”	 asked	Brittany,	 “and	why	 is	 one	 of	 his	 staff	 coming
here	so	quickly?”

“I	thought	you	met	Gerry	Graves	and	his	wife	Betsy,”	replied	Signe.	“I’m	quite	sure
they	were	here	last	New	Year’s	Eve.”

Lia	 thought	 for	 a	 minute.	 “Yes,”	 she	 recalled,	 “you	 did	 introduce	 us	 briefly	 to	 the
Graves’.	Now	that	you	mention	it,	I	remember	that	you	called	him	‘General’,	but	I	don’t
remember	which	branch	of	the	service	he’s	with.”

“He’s	 in	 charge	 of	 the	Air	National	Guard,”	 said	 her	mother	 casually.	 “We’ve	 been
friends	for	a	long	time.	Betsy	Graves	and	I	are	on	the	boards	of	several	local	charities.”

“Why	 on	 earth	 do	 you	 need	 something	 from	 the	 Air	 National	 Guard?”	 asked	 Lia
suspiciously.

“He’s	just	giving	me	a	few	supplies	to	take	along.	It’s	nothing	that	need	concern	you,”
she	replied.

“What	 kind	 of	 supplies?”	 asked	 Britt	 who	 was	 now	 equally	 suspicious.	 “Hand
grenades	and	stuff?”

“I	hadn’t	thought	of	that,	Britt,”	Signe	laughed.	“Perhaps	I	should	call	him	back.”

“Mother,	don’t	you	dare,”	said	Lia	sternly.	“Britt,	 stop	giving	her	suggestions.	She’s
perfectly	capable	of	thinking	up	all	sorts	of	diabolical	things	on	her	own.”

“I	know,”	sighed	Britt.



They	all	turned	as	the	patio	doors	opened.	Carstairs	appeared	with	what	looked	like	a
camouflage	backpack	in	one	hand	and	a	rather	long	green	bag	in	the	other.	Following	on
his	 heels	 was	 a	 nice	 looking	 man	 with	 grey	 hair	 and	 blue	 eyes.	 He	 was	 dressed	 in	 a
military	uniform	and	had	a	chest	full	of	medals	pinned	on	the	front	of	his	jacket.

“Gerry,”	 said	 Signe	 getting	 up	 quickly.	 She	 held	 out	 her	 hands.	 “I	 certainly	 didn’t
expect	you	to	come	in	person.”

“My	dear,”	he	said	as	he	took	her	hands	and	kissed	her	cheek.	“I	wasn’t	about	to	let
you	run	off	like	this	without	at	least	making	one	more	effort	to	talk	you	out	of	it.”

Signe	looked	at	him	without	saying	a	word.

“I	 didn’t	 think	 it	 would	 do	 any	 good,	 but	 I	 had	 to	 try,”	 he	 grumbled.	 Then,	 he
recognized	the	girls.	“It’s	Lia	and	Brittany,	isn’t	it,”	he	said	as	he	smiled	at	each	of	them.
“We	met	on	New	Year’s	Eve.”

“General,”	said	Lia,	“it’s	good	to	see	you	again.	At	least,	I	think	it	is,”	she	said	looking
sharply	at	her	mother.

Signe	 ignored	 her.	 She	 waited	 until	 Brittany	 also	 returned	 the	 General’s	 greeting.
“Would	you	care	for	a	drink	Gerry?”	she	asked.

“Bourbon,	neat,”	he	replied	a	little	gruffly.	“Unfortunately,	I	can’t	stay	long,”	he	said
in	a	little	more	friendly	voice.	“I	have	a	driver	waiting	out	front.”	As	soon	as	Signe	and
her	 girls	 had	 seated	 themselves,	 he	 sank	 into	 an	 empty	 chair.	 “From	 what	 you	 said,	 I
understand	you’re	in	something	of	a	hurry	yourself.	Do	you	need	a	ride	to	the	airport?		It
isn’t	far	from	the	base.”

“Thanks	for	the	offer,	Gerry,”	she	smiled,	“but	I	think	my	own	car	will	be	a	little	more
comfortable	than	whatever	the	Guard	has	provided	for	you.”

The	blue	eyes	twinkled.	“I	didn’t	exactly	bring	a	tank,	Signe,”	he	smiled.	“But,	I	did
bring	everything	you	asked.”

“I	 can’t	 thank	you	enough,”	 she	 said	quietly.	 “I	 didn’t	 know	where	 else	 I	might	get
what	I	needed	in	such	a	short	time.”

“Have	 you	 heard	 any	 more	 about	 Mick?”	 he	 asked	 as	 Carstairs	 put	 down	 a	 large
tumbler	of	the	finest	Kentucky	bourbon	on	the	table	in	front	of	him.

“No.	Nothing	since	Jenna	called	Britt	this	morning,”	she	sighed.	“But,	it’s	still	a	little
soon	to	have	heard	anything	else.”

“Well,	 Mick	 knows	 what	 he’s	 doing,”	 the	 General	 replied.	 “He	 can	 take	 care	 of
himself	you	know.”

“Yes,	I	know	that	Gerry,”	she	said.	“I	just	want	to	be	there	to	help	in	any	way	that	I
can.”

“I	understand,”	he	said.	“You’re	an	amazing	woman,	Signe,	and,	if	I	didn’t	know	about
your	past,	I	would	never	have	given	in	to	your	request	for	assistance.	But	I	know	you	and	I
know	what	you	are	capable	of.”	He	picked	up	his	glass	and	drank	half	of	the	liquor	in	one
long	sip.			“If	anyone	finds	out	what	I’m	doing	for	you,	they’ll	bust	me	to	buck	private	if
they	don’t	just	throw	me	into	Leavenworth.”



“No	one	will	know,	Gerry,”	said	Signe	adamantly.	“Neither	the	girls	nor	Carstairs	will
breathe	a	word.”

“I	know	that,”	he	smiled	fondly	at	each	of	them.	“God	speed,	Signe.	Bring	Mick	back
safely.”

“I	have	every	intention	of	doing	just	that,”	said	Signe	as	she	lit	a	cigarette	and	blew	a
thin	stream	of	smoke	into	the	air.
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