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Poetic license was taken with this story as they would NOT have allowed Lieutenant Marsha Gagliano to see her wife or child until after she had been acquitted, adjudicated, or fully cleared of any and all charges.  I’ve patterned my army base outside of Chicago after Scott Air Force Base (AFB), a logistics base for the United States Air Force (USAF) and Great Lakes Naval Air Station (NAS), which is a training naval air station.  Many thanks to the women and men who have served there along with their civilian counterparts.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
   The guards were particularly alert.  There seemed to be an inordinate amount of traffic on the road in front of the embassy that day.  Airport Road in Kabul was a straight road that seemed to compel people to rush along it, past the embassies of The United States, South Korea, and even International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) headquarters, on their way to and from Wazir Akbar Khan Hospital.  It paid to be alert since American embassies were frequently targeted by extremists looking to make a name for themselves in this violent part of the world.  Men, women, and even children were suspect as they wore the robes of their various tribes, which could hide anything from the daily groceries to a bomb.  Anyone approaching knew to have their identification ready and their hands spread.  Any suspicious behavior was dealt with immediately, not only out of self-preservation, but to protect this tiny strip of land that the Americans declared their own.
 
   The guards were constantly looking, scrutinizing, and assessing any and all possible threats—from the donkey-drawn carts, to the expensive cars that careened down the street as though threatening to hit any and all pedestrians in their path.  Pedestrians especially were viewed with suspicious concern as it was not unheard of for people to walk up to the U.S. embassy with a bomb strapped to their body.
 
   Today the pedestrians seemed particularly plentiful, the hajibs hiding the identities of the women.  No one could tell if they were young or old under the completely engulfing, black garb required by the men in this country.  Purportedly to protect their women, it also provided anonymity from the many hordes of strange men who had come to this part of the world, supposedly to make peace.  As the garb hid so much, it could be intimidating to those soldiers who were new to this part of a violent world.  
 
   The guards watched as a woman with two very young children observed from across Airport Road onto the Great Massoud Road where the embassy was actually located.  She was assessing the embassy, at least that’s how it appeared to their knowing eyes.  She carefully looked up and down the street several times before cautiously shepherding the children across the busy street.  A vendor using a cow to pull his slow-moving cart yelled at her and she bobbed her head in subservience, silently apologizing for having slowed his plodding along the busy street.  She had her hands around both of the young children’s shoulders, pushing them along as she approached the entrance.  Both guards stiffened as it became obvious she was making her way towards them.  A concrete barrier lay slightly behind them, stopping any cars from rushing the embassy and detonating a bomb inside.  Still, as she could go by on the busy sidewalk, they watched her warily.  She looked behind her repeatedly…this was not a good sign.
 
   She approached the guards and smiled, but this goodwill gesture was hidden by the chador she was wearing—a black veil across the lower half of her face.  Comprehending their increasingly alarmed looks at her presence, she realized her mistake.  Taking her hand from the back of the older child she was shepherding, she held her hand wide and slowly reached for her face so they couldn’t misconstrue her gesture as she pulled the cloth down to reveal her face.  She smiled tremulously as she cleared her throat.
 
   “I am Lieutenant Marsha Gagliano.  I’ve been held captive for years.  I am an American citizen and I demand refuge in the embassy,” she stated, almost afraid to talk.  She glanced around once more, her hand returning to the shoulder of the young child by her side.
 
   “Ma’am?” the guard questioned her, disbelieving.  This woman didn’t look at all like an American with the full length burqa she was wearing; however, her accent was decidedly American, nothing like the natives who learned English out of necessity.
 
   “Please,” she pleaded.  “I’m certain they are following me.  They will take me back!  They will take my children from me!  They will kill me this time….”
 
   “Do you have any identification–” he began, but she interrupted him.
 
   “Of course I don’t,” she stated angrily, looking around at the faces passing by, some curious, some minding their own business.  “Weren’t you listening?  I’ve been held captive.  I am Lieutenant Marsha Gagliano,” she repeated, looking disparagingly at the insignia on the private’s upper arm, trying to intimidate him into believing her.  “I am a lieutenant in the United States Army and I demand that you take me inside.”
 
   “Ma’am, we can’t let…” he began, unsure of what to do.
 
   “Come this way,” the other guard offered, believing her.  If all else failed, they would throw her out if her story proved false.  He gestured to her with his arm out, showing her into the gates, which another guard began to open as he escorted her.  Once beyond the gates and on American soil, she breathed a sigh of relief.  The tension in her shoulders immediately drained away as she shuffled along, still pushing the two young children forward.  
 
   The older of the two turned to her and in a pleading voice asked, “Moray?”
 
   “It’s okay now,” she said consolingly, the fear she heard in her child’s voice hitting her in the chest.  She shepherded them along behind the guard escorting her into the building.
 
   “What is this, Private?” a voice stopped them once they were inside.  
 
   Marsha was relieved to be out of sight of the street and behind a door.  Another mantle of fear began to draw off from her shoulders.  She pulled the chador back from her face and pulled the hood of the burqa off, revealing another scarf tied over her head—a richer, more elaborate, and colorful grey scarf.  She pulled this back too, revealing black hair pulled back tightly from her face.  “I am Lieutenant Marsha Gagliano,” she repeated it as though a litany, as though she had said it so many times that she had memorized the inflections and tones over and over.  “I have been held captive for years and I demand asylum!”
 
   The woman looked alarmed.  She did, however, believe the strange woman and ushered her into the office behind her.  She looked curiously at the children.  They too were wearing a smaller version of a chador, but in blue.
 
   “You can take these off now,” the woman said in English to the children.  They looked up at her, alarmed as she began to tug at the all-enveloping costume.  Removing the garments revealed a young boy dressed in a blue dress-like garment that covered red pantaloons.  He wore sandals on his feet and his hair was covered in a red scarf that matched his pantaloons exactly.  He looked like a traditional Afghan child—much loved and picture perfect with dark brown eyes and a cherubic face.
 
   The older of the children was a young girl.  She was wearing a red dress to her knees, the same color as her brother’s pantaloons and scarf.  Her pantaloons matched her dress as well.  She was wearing a headdress that covered her hair, again the same color.  It was as though a bolt of cloth had been stretched to make these traditional outfits to match on both children.  She looked down at her feet, hiding her eyes shyly from the strange officious-looking woman that was staring at them curiously.
 
   “You said you were Lieutenant…” the woman asked to start the interview as she sat behind her desk.  She indicated the chairs across from her and the woman sat the older child, the girl, in the second chair before settling herself with the younger boy in her lap.
 
   “I’m Lieutenant Marsha Gagliano,” she repeated for the third time that day.  “I was on a helicopter that went down in the mountains.  We were captured.  I don’t know how long I’ve been held,” she said, the words rushing out of her as though she was afraid they wouldn’t be heard otherwise.  “I want to go home,” she pleaded.
 
   “I understand.  Is someone looking for you…” she indicated the children, “for them?”
 
   “Yes, their father,” she nodded agreeably.  “If he finds us, he’ll kill me.”
 
   She nodded, understanding the culture.  A son was especially valuable to a father in this land.  “They are yours?” she verified.
 
   “Yes, and this one too,” she indicated her belly, hidden under the robes she was wearing.
 
   The woman looked alarmed at finding out she was carrying a third child, but it was understandable, the robes hid everything.  
 
   She introduced herself, “I’m Leslie Murrough.  I’m a Foreign Service Specialist,” she quickly became officious as she began to question the woman.  
 
   Strangely, the lieutenant had a hard time answering some of the questions beyond her identity, almost as though she wasn’t used to talking…especially in English.
 
   After a while, the woman picked up the phone and spoke rapidly into it.  Once she hung up, she turned to the woman again, “Someone will be with us shortly.”
 
   Marsha understood.  She would be accused of, if not charged with, colluding with the enemy.  They would ask her why she didn’t take the opportunity to escape and evade, especially as it was obvious she had been with them for some time.  Three children were the result of that so-called captivity.  They wouldn’t want to believe her.  They would assume she was lying to save her hide, that she just wanted to go home now with no consequences.  She understood that.  She resented the assumption, but she did want to go home.  She wanted to take her children and go home now...but would they let her?
 
   A man entered the office, looking curiously at Marsha and the woman across the desk.  Marsha’s children began to fidget.  He asked the same questions as the woman.  It took a long time.  
 
   “Please, I’ll answer your questions, but it has been a long trip and the children are tired.  I’m tired.”  She put her hand on her pregnant belly, “We need rest, food if you would.”
 
   “My apologies.  Of course you do,” the man said diplomatically.  They had to be cautious.  If she really was Lieutenant Gagliano and she had married an Afghan national, this could really be messy.  He nodded to the woman who had listened to him asking the same questions to see if the woman deviated from her story.  So far she hadn’t.  The woman, Leslie, made another phone call and in short order a younger woman knocked on the office door.
 
   “Ah, Linda, would you please escort our guest to a room so that she and her children can wash up and rest.  Have dinner brought to them,” she said carefully, in code.  Basically, she was saying they were allowing Marsha to stay, but only as they verified her identity, and she would be under supervision.
 
   “Yes, Ms. Murrough.  Of course, Ms. Murrough,” she answered respectfully.  
 
   “Thank you,” Marsha answered sincerely as she gathered her children.  She put their enveloping robes over her arm and ushered them out of the room.  She knew the two people left behind would be discussing her and her story, what they had gotten out of her.  She couldn’t tell them much as the children had been listening.  While Bahir had listened and not really understood, Amir hadn’t cared at all.  He had, in fact, fallen into a light sleep in her arms.  She was tired, so very tired.  She had carried them so often on her trip to escape.  Fear was a great motivator in keeping her adrenalin going, but it was now gone and she was exhausted.
 
   “Here you are,” Linda told them cheerfully as she showed them to a bedroom.  “I hope you don’t mind sharing, but I thought the children would want to be with you.”
 
   “No, I don’t mind and you are right.  They would be frightened in this strange place without me,” Marsha told her gratefully.  “Thank you.”
 
   “I’ll bring your dinner in a little while,” Linda promised as she showed herself out of the room.
 
   “Thank you,” Marsha repeated politely.  Once the door was closed, she sagged in relief.  She was here!  She was free!  Free of Zabi, free….  She couldn’t quite believe it.  She wondered how long she had been gone.  She protectively rubbed her stomach and the baby seemed to understand her need to be quiet.  She worried now that maybe she’d done something to harm the fetus growing inside her.  Zabi would be angry, especially if this were a son too.  Then she realized, she didn’t have to worry about Zabi and his anger…ever again.
 
   “Moray?” Bahir asked anxiously.  She hadn’t understood where they were going and the surroundings seemed so strange.  She was frightened of these people.
 
   “It’s okay, my flower,” Marsha told her consolingly, speaking her native language.  It had taken more than a year to understand as much as she did of the dialect that Zabi and his people spoke.  A lot had been hand gestures and angry demands, but now she pushed that aside.  She was on American soil and she was free.  She knelt down to her daughter, smiling at the native dress she was wearing…her best, there hadn’t been time to change.  The covering robes were full of dust from their travels.  The clothes they wore were stereotypical of Afghan children—his daughter and son were Zabi’s pride and joy!  They looked beautiful in their best clothes.  Marsha was proud of her children and relieved that she had gotten them both away.  She was incredulous that she had managed, finally.  “Why don’t we bathe?  That nice lady is going to bring us food and then we can sleep,” she indicated the huge, by her children’s standards, queen-size bed in the middle of the room.  The furniture was sparse, but to the children the room was luxurious and strange.
 
   “Bathe?” Bahir asked, a little more enthusiastically.  She loved bathing.  The mountain streams were a favorite playground of the children.  She was still young enough to have gotten away with playing in them.  In a few years she wouldn’t have been allowed.
 
   “Dib?” Amir said, understanding the word.  
 
   Marsha smiled.  The children were so young.  She’d tried to teach them as much English as Zabi had allowed.  He took pride in his Persian heritage and his temper was so mercurial that Marsha had learned not to push her own culture on their children.  His beatings had only stopped when she was with child.  He didn’t want to lose ‘his’ sons to his temper.  He had been disappointed when Bahir had been born, but he’d allowed Marsha to heal sufficiently before he was on her again, raping her until she was, once again, pregnant.  She shuddered in remembrance of the child she had lost to Zabi’s temper.  She looked down at the two survivors before her.
 
   “Yes, let’s bathe,” she said, using the Tajik word dib that they both understood.  She explained the use of the toilet, fascinating the children with this indoor phenomenon.  She soon had them stripped down and in a bathtub, another new novelty to the two children.  Zabi’s tribe had been very remote.  She supposed that was deliberate, to keep from being discovered.  They had no luxuries and lived pretty much like generations of his people had for thousands of years, nomadic to a degree, but with very little to show for their lifestyles.  They had no need of modern conveniences or luxuries.  
 
   She dressed them back in their outfits after she had shaken as much of the dust from them as possible, and was just in time to hear the knock on the door.  She let Linda in again.  She came with a tray bearing foods Marsha had only dreamed of.  “Oh, thank you,” she said in a most heartfelt way.  The smells emanating from the tray made her mouth water in anticipation.
 
   “I’ll put it down here,” Linda indicated the small couch in the room with a coffee table before it.
 
   “Do you know when they will want to question me again?” Marsha asked.
 
   “No, they’ll let you know,” Linda said, her glance taking in the woman who had removed her burqa, revealing a richer, enveloping outfit of gray with black patterns on the material.  She looked rich and not at all like the prisoner she claimed she had been.  Marsha noticed her looking at her garb.
 
   “We were celebrating when the opportunity to escape came up.  These were our best clothes,” she explained, gesturing at her own outfit and then the children’s.  The children looked fresh and clean after their baths.  They were staring intently at the strange, but delicious-smelling food on the tray.
 
   “You don’t have to explain to me,” Linda assured her, although she had wondered.  She smiled cheerfully, “If you need anything, just pick up the phone and dial zero.”
 
   “Thank you,” Marsha said warmly, feeling so tired.  She too wanted a bath…a real bath after all this time.  The food, however, was not only smelling good, but was a necessity after days going without.
 
   Linda left them and Marsha sat down wearily on the couch.  She filled two plates for her children, watching as they used their fingers to eat.  She smiled.  They would learn.  She herself picked up a fork and delved in.  The food proved as delicious as it smelled.  Perhaps it was the hunger they were all experiencing or perhaps it really was the food.  Marsha was careful not to let any of them eat too much.  Days without food, while common where they came from, meant that their stomachs had shrunken.  She didn’t want either of the children to eat and get sick.  So, despite their protests that they wanted more, she cut them off at one point.
 
   “No, it’s time for bed,” she assured them.  They were both drooping from fatigue.  She herself was ready to sleep too.  The food had made them all even more tired.  She did, however, want that bath before she slipped between the sheets.
 
   She stripped them down to their underwear and put them to bed, telling them a story she made up as she went, until they both fell to sleep.  She then stripped and bathed, washing out her underwear in the bath with her, then hanging it to dry.  She looked at it thoughtfully, wondering, not for the first time, what other Afghan women wore.  She also wondered, again, not for the first time, where Zabi had obtained an American bra.  The chemise many women wore, but the rest of the underwear was sexy, alluring, and surprisingly comfortable.  She knew Zabi had liked seeing her in these fine clothes, the best she owned.  It showed off his status.  It showed he could provide for her better than any other man of the tribe and showed he had deserved to take her as his wife.  His first wife, much older than both of them, hadn’t been pleased, especially when Marsha had proved fertile.  She had instigated the beating that caused Marsha to lose a child.  Zabi had sworn never to touch her again when she was pregnant and she was grateful for that consideration at least.  She had detested his touch from the beginning.
 
   As she laid back in the tub, her hair longer than she could ever remember having it, she luxuriated in the feel of the warm water.  The heat of the water sank into her bones, relaxing her.  She nearly fell asleep, but pulled herself up with a jerk.  She quickly washed her hair using the little bottle of sweet-smelling shampoo that was provided, just like a hotel.  It was wonderful after years of using only whatever they managed to make.  The rough-feeling soaps that they created were a far cry from these manufactured luxuries.  Marsha loved the feel of the soap in her hair.  She found a brush on the vanity, and after squeezing out the excess water, brushed out her long curls.  She remembered how proud Zabi had been of her hair as it grew.  He had hated the short length that she previously worn as a necessity of being in the army.  Not that all women felt that way, but Marsha had liked the ease of caring for short hair back then.  She looked at herself in the mirror.  She looked very different from the woman who had gotten into that helicopter however long ago it had been.  Rough living had aged her.  Childbearing had aged her.  Zabi and his beatings had aged her.  She’d fought back at first, but the sheer number of beatings had worn her down.  Not wishing to be gang raped, she had succumbed to Zabi.  He felt he had tamed the American lieutenant, but he also respected this warrior woman in his own way.  Roughly translated, lieutenant was lomri baridman.  She’d forgotten the meaning, but he was proud that he had conquered her.  At least Marsha let him think he had…to avoid gang rape and to avoid the beatings as much as possible.
 
   She looked at the hair under her arms, wondering if there was a razor, but not bothering to look for it.  The hair on her legs had gotten to a certain length and stopped growing.  She wondered again how long it had been since she had shaved away these excesses.  She closed her eyes for a moment, luxuriating in the fact that she didn’t have to answer to anyone at the moment.  
 
   She toweled off once more.  She was tempted to use the hair dryer, but knew it would terrify her children.  Even a car, the jeep she had managed to steal, had terrified them until they got used to it.  A robe had been provided for her just like in a hotel and she put her arms through the sleeves, feeling ‘normal’ for the first time.  She hung up her towel and looked around the bathroom, a luxury she hadn’t seen in forever, and turned out the light.
 
   Suddenly curious, she went to the door of the room and opened it.  It was not locked.  In fact, she saw there was no lock on the inside.  Looking out into the hall, she saw an armed marine from the embassy security detail come to attention when he saw her.  She nodded stiffly and withdrew back into the room.  Of course they would have her watched.  It wasn’t unlike being back in the village.  She was watched, all the time she was watched.  Now, it was by her own people.  Only now, instead of being that American woman who some despised, she was that American deserter, at least she suspected that’s probably what they thought of her.  She didn’t blame them.  She wouldn’t believe her story either.
 
   Approaching the bed, she saw that the children were soundly asleep.  Exhaustion had played a role in that.  They had been afraid for days, hungry and afraid, and the combination had made them all a bit weary.  She smiled.  That was an understatement!  She had been terrified that Zabi or his men would find her, that they would find where she had gone.  She’d deliberately turned east to throw them off her trail once she left their mountain roads.  The asphalt highway had hidden her tracks well when she turned around and made her way west toward civilization.  The highway had been like a river of lava to her and she sped along as quickly as the vehicle allowed.  She had left the jeep only when she got into Kabul.  She had run out of gas and had been too afraid to purchase more.  Keeping her head covered, her eyes lowered, and carrying the children when they couldn’t, or wouldn’t walk, she had made her way down Airport Road to the Great Massoud Road where she knew the American embassy was located.  She was grateful to be able to sleep in a bed, a real bed, with her children.  She sent up a little prayer.  To Allah, to Yahweh, to God…whoever might be listening.  All she said was, “Thanks,” but that was all that was needed as she bowed her head and then got into bed with her children.  Her robe felt warm under the smooth sheets, but she wouldn’t sleep naked with her children.  It took mere minutes for her to fall into a dreamless sleep.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWO
 
    
 
   Marsha woke to the sounds of her children laughing, not an uncommon occurrence.  She hoped they weren’t too loud or Zabi would…it was at that moment she realized she wasn’t in the cave that Zabi and his people called home.  She wasn’t even in the earth-colored tent that they used during the summer months as they traveled nomadically.  She wasn’t on the ground on the compact mattress that constituted their bed, she was in the American embassy in Kabul.  She had made it!  Her dream for all those years was accomplished.  She had escaped!
 
   Marsha looked up and around to see the source of the children’s laughter.  Linda was in the room with them and was showing them coloring books, demonstrating how to color with the magic markers she had brought.  The bright colors delighted the two provincial children.  She smiled at their wonderment.  Neither of her children had ever seen a coloring book, much less a magic marker.  There was so much for them to see and to learn.
 
   “Good morning,” Linda called cheerfully as she noticed Marsha’s scrutiny.
 
   “Good morning,” Marsha repeated back in a sleep-roughened voice, and actually meant it.  It was odd.  She could finally say it, in English, and mean it.  The women of the village had often said it, but it had never felt real to Marsha.  She shuddered at the memories.  No more would she hear the disparaging Mahsa that they had called her.  She knew it meant like the moon, but they said it with such vehemence that she knew it was spat at her as an insult.  Instead of trying to use her real name of Marsha, Zabi had given her an Afghan name of Mahsa.  She supposed he meant it kindly, in his own way, but she didn’t feel it.  His first wife, Malekah, which meant queen, made sure that she knew she wasn’t welcome.  It wasn’t like Marsha had any choice in the matter.
 
   “I brought them some toys too, but I suppose they don’t know…” Linda began.
 
   “Do you know if my family has been informed of…” she left off, not sure how to describe it.  Oh gawd, she’d thought of her family so much over the years.  Had they moved on without her?
 
   “I don’t know,” Linda admitted.  “Are you hungry?”  She glanced at the tight-fitting robe and realized how pregnant Marsha really was.  “Are you okay?” she asked as the brunette awkwardly got out of the bed.  She was stiff from their trip, unused to the fine bed she had just slept in.  The children seemed to have already bounced back from their harrowing journey.  She smiled at their good morning greetings, heartfelt, and in the local Afghan dialect called Tajik.  It was one of the forty languages spoken in Afghanistan, which had over two hundred dialects.  
 
   “English now, my babies,” she corrected them gently.
 
   “I’m fine.  Just a bit stiff from the journey,” she admitted to Linda.  She got up in a typically pregnant woman’s manner, the stomach protruding before her, looking enormous and making her feel awkward at the same time.
 
   “Are you hungry?” Linda asked again.
 
   “Yes, starved,” she admitted.  While they hadn’t eaten all the offerings Linda had brought them the previous evening, she could see her children had helped themselves to the leftovers.  She could see the finger prints in the congealed gravy, her mind as a mother shuddered at that, but was grateful that both children appeared to be clean.
 
   Linda must have surmised what Marsha was thinking.  “I showed them the bathroom and explained what the toilet was for,” she explained.  “They were both hopping a little,” she laughed.
 
   Marsha knew that neither of the children had ever seen a toilet before last night, much less used one.  She wondered how much they had understood and was grateful to the woman.  She’d shown them last night too, but repetition was good.  “How much did I oversleep?” she murmured aloud as she waddled determinedly towards the bathroom.
 
   “Not too much,” Linda assured her, still laughing.  “Once you’re dressed,” she glanced at the children, unselfconsciously still in their underwear, “we can go down.”
 
   Marsha was grateful and got up, balancing her protruding stomach as she tiredly made her way to the bathroom.  She hadn’t felt like this yesterday, but despite the good night’s sleep her body was still exhausted.  She quickly changed and then calling the children to her one at a time, she brushed their hair and then dressed them.  Wiping their faces down with a clean washcloth, she kissed their little noses, looking into their dark eyes with a smile.  They looked back at her solemnly, so trusting.  She hoped she hadn’t done a disservice to them by taking them away from the only life they had ever known.  They were young though, she hoped they would adapt.
 
   They were shown to a small kitchen.  Marsha was sure it was usually used for staff, but with the children in attendance she didn’t mind.  She wasn’t done with her meal—helping the children try to use spoons, something they were familiar with from the camp, instead of their fingers—when two men came into the room.  One of them was a major, judging by his uniform.  Marsha slowly straightened up from her chair and rose from it, ungainly at best with her stomach protruding before her.  She tried to stand at attention, uneasy in her pregnancy.  
 
   “At ease, Captain,” the major greeted her.  “I’m Major Scott.”
 
   “Lieutenant,” she corrected him as she spread her legs in a relaxed stance, her hand going to her back to help support it.
 
   He looked down at his paperwork for a moment and then back up at her.  “That’s right, you didn’t know.  Your paperwork had just gone through when you got on that helicopter.  Your promotion was verified, Captain.”
 
   Marsha looked at him for a moment and then couldn’t help the smile.  She had wanted that so long ago.  It had been her goal at the time.  It seemed another lifetime ago.
 
   “These your children?” he asked, stupidly.
 
   “Yes, sir,” she answered, realizing he was just making conversation.  She felt very nervous.  Then she saw Linda hovering behind him and she was looking at Marsha warmly.
 
   “I need to talk to you, Captain Gagliano,” he said formally.
 
   “Yes, sir.  Of course, sir.”
 
   “Linda will watch your children for the time we need to talk,” he informed her.  “Are you comfortable with that?”
 
   She glanced at her children.  They were oblivious to the tension of the adults.  She glanced up at Linda.
 
   “Just coloring and maybe some Legos?” the woman offered with a smile.
 
   Marsha was relieved actually.  The children had never seen a television or a computer and she didn’t want to frighten or overwhelm them.  “Of course,” she agreed with a smile.  She leaned down to the children, “Moray will be right back,” she told them in Tajik.  Both children looked up.  Bahir had some jelly on the edge of her mouth that Marsha quickly wiped away with the napkin she had been using.  Marsha could sense the major’s impatience and quickly finished and followed him from the room.  She smiled tremulously at the friendly woman as she passed.
 
   “In here,” the major indicated another office, allowing the woman to walk before him.  The other man from the previous day followed them both into the room.  “Have a seat,” he offered solicitously, her pregnancy obvious despite her outfit.  It was evident the outfit was of the finest cloth.  It actually became her, made her look elegant, despite her ungainly demeanor due to her pregnancy.
 
   Marsha was nervous, but she had expected some sort of military intervention.  They would want to know what had happened to her.  They would want to know what had happened to the helicopter.  They would want to know what had happened to the other passengers—the pilot and the copilot.  She swallowed, wishing she had eaten more at breakfast before this meeting.  She was nervous.  Used to years of staying quiet, her silence would not be appreciated by these men.
 
   “This is Mr. Wynn.  He is with the State Department.  He will have questions for you as well,” the major introduced the man.
 
   Marsha wasn’t sure if she was to shake his hand, but as he made no effort to hold his out, she nodded at him coolly.  Still feeling she was at attention in the chair as she sat up straight, she felt the baby kick.  It had wanted a full breakfast too.
 
   “Now, let’s begin,” he started.  He opened a file at the desk and began to grill her.  Her answers were straightforward; she did not elaborate or embellish.  She would only answer direct questions.  She didn’t offer up any unnecessary information they didn’t ask for.  She wouldn’t add anything although they waited for her to do so.  She simply waited for them to ask more questions.  The waiting game between them made for some rather lengthy pauses between questions, then the major or Mr. Wynn would finally give up their wait and ask another.  
 
   Marsha wasn’t used to this…not anymore.  After years of being in the military, being subjected to a tribal husband had ‘taught’ her her place in his world.  She was used to being ordered about, not questioned.  Her opinion, her contribution, was never asked for.  It wasn’t needed.  Her ‘husband’ had known enough for both of them and he frequently made this known to his new ‘wife.’  It had taken Marsha a long time to learn to become subservient to a man…any man.  Raised in America, she had fully believed that women were the equal of men.  She learned differently in Zabi’s world.  It would take more than a few days to become accustomed to being able to speak her mind or share information freely as they desired.  Her hesitancy seemed to perturb these two men.
 
   “So you don’t know exactly where their camp lies?” the major asked, annoyed.  Her unwillingness to cooperate made him suspicious.  He’d already seen pictures of what Captain Gagliano, formerly Lieutenant Gagliano, looked like and this woman looked very similar, but her hair was longer, much longer, and she was definitely older.
 
   She shook her head.  “They lived in caves some of the year.  Other times they were nomadic,” she tried to explain helpfully.  She was tired.  This had gone on too long, and she was pregnant.  She’d also walked far too much in the past few days for a pregnant woman.  She’d gone without food, water, and sleep to escape.  She needed rest.  They apparently weren’t going to give it to her.
 
   “How can a trained officer in the army be unable to escape?” Mr. Wynn asked with a barely concealed scoff.
 
   “How long was I gone?” she asked a question of her own finally, feeling stupid.
 
   “You don’t know?” he asked, haughtily.  It was obvious he didn’t believe her.
 
   She shook her head, wondering if they would answer her.
 
   “You have been classified as MIA for five years,” the major informed her.
 
   Marsha stared at him.  She couldn’t believe it.  It had been FIVE YEARS?  She knew there had been different seasons.  The tribe, after all, moved to better grazing grounds and hid from soldiers on both sides to avoid the war.  She’d had three pregnancies, four if you counted her miscarriage, but FIVE YEARS?  She had another thought.  “What about my wife?  Our daughter?”  She’d thought about them frequently while she was gone.  Five years meant that her daughter was six and a half now and in school.  How had Heather coped with her gone for so long?  Had she moved on?  The thought that her wife had found another was not a comfortable one to her.
 
   “Your wife?” the major asked, looking down at his paperwork again.  His eyes widened slightly.  He’d missed that detail.
 
   “Has she been informed that I’m alive?”  A pleading note had entered Marsha’s voice.  
 
   “Ah, yes, it says here that she’s been getting your paychecks,” he tried to keep his voice neutral, but a tone in it indicated his disapproval.  It seemed to Marsha that he was old school.  He felt that DADT, Don’t Ask Don’t Tell, should have been kept forever and never repealed.  She shouldn’t have been allowed in, or since she had been, she should have kept it quiet, not openly been a lesbian.  She gritted her teeth at things she would have liked to say as she saw his reaction.  The spirit in her of five years ago was starting to haunt her psyche and worm its way up through the cracks of the shell she had created.
 
   “That’s it?” she asked, knowing he didn’t wish to share.
 
   “Well, we can hardly tell her until we have verified your identity,” he told her formally.
 
   She had to accede that this was correct.  It wouldn’t do to tell the family of someone missing and presumed dead that she just might be alive.  What if they were wrong?
 
   The questioning continued.  When it showed no signs of ending, and she could hear crying through the door, she finally put up her hand.  “We will have to continue this at another time, sir,” she said, directing it at the major.  “As you can see, I’m pregnant,” her hand indicated her stomach.  “I have children to attend to.  I’m also exhausted from my escape,” she said pleadingly, hoping he would understand.  She saw the suspicion in his eyes and she was sorry for it.  She’d always been truthful and outgoing.  She’d been a stellar lieutenant.  She’d worked hard to achieve that rank and had looked forward to the possibility of becoming a captain.  Having achieved it and not known it, was a bit of a letdown.  She felt robbed of something so simple.
 
   “Are you refusing to answer any more of our questions?” Mr. Wynn asked, suspiciously.
 
   “No, sir,” she objected politely, with no emotion in her voice.  “I am saying I need a break.  I will of course answer your questions.”
 
   “Then I think I would like to know…” he began again as though she hadn’t halted the interview, but she interrupted him.
 
   “You weren’t listening, sir,” she held up her hand to stop him from continuing.  “I need rest.  I need to attend to my children.”  From the sound of it, Amir was working up a head of steam and when he got like that, he demanded attention.  He wasn’t named ‘king’ for nothing.  Zabi had taken so much pride in his only son.  He had spoiled the boy at every opportunity.
 
   “We will let this go for now, Captain Gagliano.  I will make sure you are supplied with more clothing,” he indicated the fine clothes she was wearing.
 
   “I’ll look pretty funny in uniform,” she attempted to joke.
 
   He smiled stiffly, but nodded at the observation.  “You are dismissed…for now,” he told her as though the entire idea had been his.
 
   Marsha pulled herself up out of the chair.  She had sat for too long and was very stiff.  The straight posture she had been taught was against her now and the baby inside protested, kicking her rudely and causing her pain.  No emotion showed on the captain’s face as she got herself up to a standing position.  She was actually surprised that Mr. Wynn offered her no help when he saw her struggling, but she wasn’t so sure she wouldn’t have refused him anyway.  “Thank you, sir,” she said to the major as she stood at attention for a moment.
 
   He nodded curtly, dismissing her further.  He watched as she made her way to the door.  The outfit made her look regal and for some reason this annoyed him further.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THREE
 
    
 
   “Captain Gagliano, this way please,” the major led the way to a conference room where a panel of different officers was waiting.  
 
   Marsha gulped.  She was feeling decidedly uncomfortable in the sweat clothes they had provided her.  They were made for physically fit men, not overly pregnant women.  The baby was active this morning and she was certain her own nervousness was causing it to jump on her bladder.
 
   “Please have a seat, Captain,” she was offered, facing the panel of what would be her judges and jury.
 
   “Would you like a glass of water?” 
 
   “Is there anything else we can get you?”
 
   They tried to make her comfortable, but it was difficult for such a pregnant woman to actually be comfortable.  She had seen the looks as she entered the room.  Apparently they hadn’t known that the missing servicewoman had been pregnant, at least most of them hadn’t.  She privately relished the shock on their faces.  She knew this wasn’t going to be pleasant.
 
   She saw that there was a typographer in the corner ready to record everything she said.  She noted a camera set up in another corner.
 
   “Captain, this is a formal investigation to go into the events of…” their voices droned on and on with the details of the dates and times.  She couldn’t really comprehend that it had been five years; however, three children and one miscarriage later, she should have realized the possibility.  It was so different back in the village.  Part of the year they lived in the caves and part of the year they lived in tents.  It was determined by the cycles of the year, not the dates.  An early spring or a late winter could determine when and where the village moved.  “We convene here for your convenience,” he told her as though doing her a great favor, but Marsha wondered if they didn’t want her to leave the embassy.  The days here had been heaven except for the questioning they had attempted.  Knowing she was safe, even temporarily, had been a relief.  Far from Zabi and his demands, the embassy meant possible freedom.  The questions would continue whether she answered them or not.
 
   “Captain, will you tell us the events in your own words?” the voice continued.  She knew it wasn’t the major she had met.  As everyone had been introduced, she had nodded to them, but for some reason her mind couldn’t grasp the names.  Thank goodness they wore their insignia on their dress blues or she wouldn’t know who was who.  It was a lot easier to address them by rank than by a name she couldn’t remember.  Strangely, not all of them had a name plate on their chest.  Marsha wondered at that oversight…were all these people with the army?
 
   “We were leaving Afghanistan that day.  We hopped into the UH-1.  There were six of us…” she began, but the door to the conference room opened again and a man stood there looking at the occupants.
 
   “Can I help you, Captain?” the major challenged the interruption.
 
   “I am Captain Lance McKellan.  I am the appointed legal representative of Captain Gagliano.  I’ve been sent by JAG.  You were not to begin this…interrogation,” he deliberately hesitated at the word, “until I had a chance to speak with my client!”
 
   “This is an informal…” the major began to bluster, gesturing helplessly.  Marsha narrowed her eyes at him.
 
   “This looks pretty formal to me, Major,” the captain said as he looked around deliberately at the camera, the transcriber, and the members in their uniforms.  “I’m calling a halt to this now until I have heard from my client.”
 
   “Captain Gagliano is not under–” he began again, only to be interrupted by the captain.
 
   “No, and with my help she won’t be,” he finished for him.  “Captain,” he indicated with his hand that Marsha was to rise and follow him.  She glanced at the group of people she had come before and back at the major.  She hadn’t realized her story and interrogation might actually be used against her.
 
   “This is outrageous!” another of the people sitting there interjected.  It seemed they were more upset that they had been interrupted than they were about doing anything wrong.
 
   “You will be informed after I consult with my client,” he told them.  He wasn’t afraid of their rank.  They had tried to pull a fast one and nearly succeeded.  Anything that Captain Gagliano had said could and would be used against her.  There was a lot more going on here than she knew.  He escorted her out of the conference room.  “Do you know where we can talk?  I’m unfamiliar with the embassy.”
 
   “What’s going on, Captain?” she felt bold enough to ask.  They were, after all, of equal rank.
 
   “I’m not quite sure, but General Biggins assigned me to this case against the direct wishes of a Colonel Kodel.  Do you know either of these men?”
 
   “No, I don’t,” she confessed.
 
   “I’m sorry, but you are going to have to repeat your story several times.  Not only to me, but to them,” he indicated with a nod of his head towards the room they had just left, “and probably even more.”
 
   “I don’t know that I can,” she answered honestly, her hand easing along her very pregnant belly.
 
   “Captain, you are going to have to,” he told her ominously.
 
   Marsha looked into his eyes and believed him.  It was all too much.  She had just wanted to go home.  Now that she was here at the embassy, she just wanted to go back to the house and be with her wife and children.  That was all the drama she could handle right now.
 
   The medical exams just this morning on her and the children had been unsettling, and the shots the children had been given to get them caught up on their vaccinations had caused them to cry and scream.  Her heart had broken at their sobs.  She hadn’t known she had almost no rights as they processed her and the paperwork they had generated.  Her own exam had felt like an invasion and she resented every bit of it.  This morning’s interview was supposed to be the end of it, or so she had thought.  She had been enticingly and vaguely promised that she would finally see her wife, that Heather would be told she was alive.  The most she hoped for was Skyping with her for now.  Then maybe, in a few days, actually seeing her.
 
   “We are going to have an expert on PTSD listen to you as you tell me your side of things before we put you through that,” his head nodded back to the room again.
 
   “What about back pay?” she asked, just to see his reaction.
 
   “What about it?” he asked, curious.  He was surprised she wasn’t asking other questions.
 
   “My understanding is that a POW or MIA gets back pay at the rank they were as well as any promotions.  Has my wife been living on my lieutenant’s pay or my captain’s pay?  Since I wasn’t listed as dead, she couldn’t collect any death benefits.”  She’d guessed that much although she and Heather hadn’t yet talked.  “I should be a lieutenant colonel by now,” she pointed out.
 
   “We’ll get to all that,” he dismissed, trying to waylay her.
 
   “No, we’ll get to all that simultaneously,” she answered, some of the cockiness and assuredness coming back to her.  They weren’t going to find anything to accuse her of.  She’d done nothing wrong, only survived under harsh conditions.  Part of the agreement with the army had been that they would take care of her family.  They hadn’t, as far as she knew, but she hadn’t spoken to her wife yet to confirm this.  She pointed that out to her legal representative.  “I know they can’t wait until I give birth.  They want to know now, but I can and will put a wrench in their plans if things don’t improve soon.”  Her hand indicated the room they had just left.
 
   Lance looked surprised at the very pregnant woman and then grinned ruefully.  She knew she had the army by the proverbial balls, but they wouldn’t like her squeezing.  The fact that she refused to leave the embassy, forcing them to come to her instead, had been a surprise.  He would look into her claims.  She did have a point.  He led her away, speaking low, “Your wife was provided a life insurance policy.  The Servicemembers Group Life Insurance.  The current benefit is, I believe $400,000.”
 
   “Did my wife receive the $400,000?”  Maybe Heather wasn’t even around.  What weren’t they telling her?
 
   “Well, you weren’t declared dead.  The benefits do expire after a certain point after you are presumed dead.  You are right, soldiers taken POW still receive promotions.  I’ll look into that,” he promised, knowing he had a lot of work to do here.  She wasn’t going to make it easy and he didn’t mind that.  He was pleased to see her spirit showing.  He’d seen tapes of the interview earlier this week here in Kabul and she had been so worn down.  Wearing the burqa had given her a whole different appearance and demeanor.  She looked hideous in the sweats they had now given her.  There was going to be a bit of problem with back pay, but he thought he knew a few strings he could pull.  Her case being assigned to him, and the fact that there were children involved, made the situation…interesting.  “So, your wife didn’t get paid any insurance benefits, right?” he confirmed.
 
   “We’ll have to talk to my wife.  I haven’t seen or spoken to her yet,” she told him.  He seemed to have her best interests at heart, at least she hoped he did.  She wasn’t so sure…she wasn’t sure she could trust anyone.
 
   “Then let’s go talk to your wife,” he stated as he escorted her out of the building into the garden.  He looked around as though for a telephone or a room they could use to talk.
 
   Marsha’s heart was in her chest for a moment with the hope that she could at least hear Heather’s voice.
 
    “Wait a minute, Captain,” a voice halted them.  “You cannot leave the grounds until we have interviewed the captain.”
 
   Another captain was standing there, saluting the lawyer, but not letting him or Marsha leave the garden.
 
   “Can’t this wait?”  He was exasperated and wanted to talk to her somewhere they wouldn’t be overheard.
 
   “No sir.  If you come this way, I will show you somewhere you can talk with your…” he glanced at Marsha clad in the tight sweat clothes and finished with “client.”
 
   Marsha was feeling decidedly uneasy.  Her children had been ushered to ‘play’ with a woman she didn’t really know and they didn’t know, but with all of the upset over the past few days, they seemed to be more accepting.  She knew better.  It was just a matter of time before they started crying and screaming.  The newness of the situation would wear off.  She had been so close to talking with her wife and daughter, she had almost forgotten the other two children for a moment.  She now realized that fate had intervened.  The army wasn’t going to let her do anything without a full explanation.  Technically, they still owned her.
 
   As they were escorted back into the building, she breathed a sigh of exasperation.  It really was too much to ask of her and she felt herself wanting to kick and scream about the situation.  She knew it was a relatively short period of time and without a full explanation they weren’t going to let her back in the States, but she was keeping her silence…for now.
 
   “Were you going somewhere, Captain?”  Major Scott and the colonel that had been part of the panel were standing inside the doors.  Obviously they had sent the other captain out to stop them from leaving the building or doing anything they opposed.
 
   “Just taking her to speak to her wife and child,” he said breezily, as though that were the most natural thing in the world.
 
   “That will have to wait until she has been fully debriefed,” the colonel said coldly.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
    
 
   “Okay, Captain.  You are going to have to trust me.  This is Captain Lamar.  She is a doctor, a psychiatrist, an expert on PTSD who will help us with your case.”  He let her acknowledge the presence of the people he had brought to the room they were using for this interview.  “I’m going to film this so we can use it for our case and then perhaps some of this, that I know is going to be painful, won’t have to be repeated,” he told her hopefully.  He knew if the army wanted to be difficult, they would and could ask her over and over again.  With the testimony of Dr. Lamar, perhaps they could avoid some of the uncomfortable repetitions that the army would attempt.
 
   “This is my assistant, Corporal Harris.  He will help expedite some of the paperwork we need to get started looking into some of the things we already discussed.”  Marsha knew he meant the other promotion, back pay, and other things that would have to be looked into.  She nodded as she sat down where he indicated.  The camera was directly across from her.
 
   “Tell us, in your own words, exactly what happened on…” he began, similar to what Major Scott had begun in the other interrogation.
 
   She started with, “We were heading to the base on the helicopter.  It went down.  I don’t know what happened to the others, but I was taken by a local tribe.  You see the results of that,” she indicated her belly and gestured outside in a vague direction of where her children were playing.  She actually looked pained to even be sharing that tidbit of information.
 
   Captain McKellan smiled ruefully.  This was going to be harder than he thought.  “Perhaps you should start again,” he clicked the camera to pause it.  “Captain, the more you tell us in detail, the better this will go,” he advised.  “I’m hoping they will accept this and you won’t have to keep repeating it.”  He looked at her hopefully until she nodded and took a deep breath to continue.  Captain McKellan pushed the button on the remote control of the camera again to restart it.
 
   “I was about to head home.  I’d gotten my papers and had to get over to the base to board a military flight back to the States.  The UH-1 was the quickest way to go and the pilots offered to give us a ride to the air force base.  I got on with three other guys.”
 
   He stopped her.  “I thought you stated there were six of you?”
 
   She nodded to acknowledge that.  “Yes, with the pilot and copilot there were six of us.”
 
   Filling in that little detail, verifying her past story, he allowed her to continue at her own pace.
 
   “I remember it was a beautiful day, perfect actually, not a cloud in the sky.  It wasn’t dusty as the rain had just stopped the previous day.  Even the rotors from the helicopter didn’t stir up much.”  She glanced at the captain and then the corporal, who nodded in understanding.  The dust here in Afghanistan could be deadly.  The dust storms had been known to wipe out equipment and men like nothing seen before.  “I’d packed up the previous day and had my gear bag, so did the others.  Two were being reassigned and one was going home like me.  We had to get to Bagram to take a flight out for home.  It was going to be a quick hop by helicopter.  It’s not like they sent it for us special or anything.  
 
   Everything started out fine.  It was as we flew over some mountains that we did a dip that had my stomach dropping out.”  She unconsciously patted her rounding stomach as she remembered.  “We all hung on tightly to our straps.”  She meant the straps that hung down from the helicopter in convenient spots.  “I mean, we were all buckled in so we didn’t worry, you know?”  She looked around and at their understanding nods she continued.  “A loud bang was heard and as I was by a window, I looked up.  I swear I saw something spin off the chopper and black smoke could be seen streaming behind us almost immediately.  I saw the pilot fighting the stick.  He yelled that we were going down.  They were both trying something, but as I’m not a pilot I don’t know how effective they were,” she stopped again to look at the captain and corporal.
 
   “The crash itself was anti-climactic.  I mean, we knew we were going down, but it felt like something from the rides at an amusement park.  Maybe those pilots really knew their stuff after all.  Watching the others, I knew we were all facing the reality of dying.  The spinning was sickening.”  She rubbed her stomach some more, remembering how she had felt like vomiting.  She knew better than to look outside and watch the mountain spin before the windows, so she had closed her eyes.  She closed them now as she remembered.  “Knowing you are going to die and actually hitting the mountain…” she shook her head.  She was quiet for a moment.
 
   “Were you hurt?  Did anyone die on impact?” Captain McKellan asked into the quiet.  He could see she wasn’t having an easy time.  She also spoke oddly, haltingly, as though English were hard for her after all this time.
 
   “The pilots were both dead.  A huge boulder came through the front glass,” she opened her eyes to look into the camera and then glanced at Captain Lamar.
 
   “Do you remember their names?” he asked.  He knew from his reports, but he wanted her to say them if she knew.
 
   She shook her head.  “I had only just met them.  Sergeant Ames was the only one I knew and that was because he was going home too.”
 
   “What happened when you hit?”
 
   “The noise was horrible, the rotors kept spinning and hitting the mountainside.  I was afraid they’d somehow slice through the helicopter.  We couldn’t get out the door behind the copilot as it was against the mountain.  We were trying to get the door open on my side, but it took three of us to pry it open as it had buckled a bit with our crash.  We ended up kicking at the thing.  The cabin was filling with that black smoke and I thought we were going to choke to death from it.”  She paused for a moment, breathing deeply as she relived it in her mind.  It wasn’t that she hadn’t thought about it over the years, but no one in Zabi’s village wanted to hear and had never asked.  They had their own version of events.
 
   “So, the four of you were alive at this point?”
 
   She nodded.  “I think so, but one of the guys was having trouble breathing.  The black smoke,” she paused until he nodded, repeating what she had just said.  “I think he was asthmatic, but I couldn’t be sure.  Once we got the door open, we heard this grinding noise as the blades finally began to stop.  They were hitting the mountain and the clatter against the rocks was terrible.”  She shuddered a little as she remembered, her eyes closing as she ‘saw’ it all once again.  She really hoped she wouldn’t have to repeat this too many times.  She didn’t realize this was the first time she had spoken aloud about it.  Captain Lamar was watching her closely, making notes as she told her story.
 
   “It was getting hot in there and Sergeant Ames yelled, ‘I think she’s gonna blow.’  We all scrambled to get out as the rotors ground to a halt.  It was then we realized the fourth man hadn’t followed.  Me and Ames went back to pull him out.  Damn!  It was hot!” she looked up, embarrassed that she had cursed.  At Captain McKellan’s encouraging nod she continued, “We pulled him out choking and heaving.  We drew back away from the helicopter about twenty-five yards, amongst some other rocks.  The going was rough.  We were, after all, on a mountainside.  It was a good thing those rocks were there as the chopper did blow.  The fireball went up and we could all feel the heat despite the distance.  I must have passed out because when I came to, the others were missing and I was being pulled along by some locals.  They were dressed very simply from what I had seen of other native Afghans.  They kept yelling at me, but I didn’t understand them or their dialect.”  She looked apologetically at her listeners, as though it was her fault she couldn’t tell them more.
 
   “You didn’t see Sergeant Ames or any of the others?” Captain McKellan verified, knowing that the others waiting to question her would have reiterated these facts.  At her nod, he asked, “You didn’t see what happened to the bodies of the pilots?”
 
   “I have to think they were blown to pieces by the explosion,” she answered.  It was logical after all.
 
   “Why do you think the chopper went down?”
 
   “Well it wasn’t anything they were doing that I could tell.  Perhaps the chopper simply malfunctioned.”
 
   “Do these malfunction often, Captain?”
 
   “I wouldn’t know, Captain.  I’m not a helicopter mechanic.”
 
   He smiled, knowing he was not on camera.  Her answers were exactly what he wanted to hear.  She wasn’t assigning blame and she wasn’t assuming anything.  They were logical and well-thought-out.  He could tell by how she was telling her tale that she was telling the truth.  He hoped the army would believe her.  He knew they were already skeptical, but he hoped making this video would help her case.  They had a road ahead of them, but he didn’t know if it would be long or short.
 
   She told how she was unceremoniously hung over the rump of a horse.  She didn’t know if she had any injuries at that time, but she passed out again since her head was down over the side.  When she came to, she was being raped.  She glossed over that part of the story and looked away.  Captain Lamar thought she saw a tear, and then the pregnant woman gulped audibly and straightened her spine.
 
   “Would you like a glass of water?” Captain McKellan offered, and at her nod he poured it himself.
 
   She sipped at it, looking into the glass like she didn’t really know what to do with it after she had taken a drink.
 
   “Is something wrong, Captain?” Captain Lamar asked her, concerned as she continued to stare at the glass.
 
   “The water is so clear,” she commented.
 
   “The water wasn’t clear where you were?” she asked, hinting that the captain should continue with her tale.
 
   “Yes, it was straight from the streams in the mountains.  There were some that the tribe knew we shouldn’t drink from.  I don’t know how they knew, but I accidentally drank from one and ended up with the worst dysentery,” she confided with a rueful little grin.
 
   They all exchanged smiles.  Everyone had experienced a little dysentery in the army from time to time.
 
   “Are you ready to go on?” Captain McKellan asked, his hint a little broader than Captain Lamar’s.
 
   “Yes,” she smiled and nodded, taking another sip before continuing.  She told about how she was taken into the mountains and how the tribe lived in caves.  They avoided most people.  She found out later that the pieces of the helicopter had been buried so that it wouldn’t be found, so that people wouldn’t come there to investigate.  Even the vestiges of the explosion had been hidden, first by the tribe, and then by time.  
 
   “How do you know that?” Corporal Harris asked, interrupting her tale.
 
   “I heard the women talking about how their husbands had buried the debris they had found.  How they found me and the others.  They stopped talking when they saw that I could hear them.  I never did find out what happened to the others,” she said sadly.
 
   “These people, they weren’t insurgents?” Captain McKellan clarified.
 
   She shook her head.  “No, they seemed to be avoiding the fighting.  They didn’t want their sons fighting a war they didn’t understand.  They didn’t agree with it.”
 
   “They weren’t Afghan people?” 
 
   “Yes, they were.  They didn’t want their sons killed for a war they didn’t agree with.  We spent winters in the caves, hiding from people.  Summers were spent on the plains or traveling.”
 
   “How did they travel…jeeps and trucks?”
 
   She shook her head again.  “No, the only time I ever saw a jeep was the last day I was there when I stole it.  They rode horses or walked and kept to themselves.  There are other nomadic tribes like that.  They would meet up in the summer and their young people would be paired off.  There are many that feel that way.”
 
   “They don’t want to fight?”  Captain McKellan knew that this would be valuable information to the army.
 
   “No, their people don’t want to see their sons go off into the world.  Anyone different,” she sounded like she was talking about herself, “was squashed or their modern thoughts ridiculed.  I tried to introduce some modern conveniences, even making a paddle wheel in the stream for my son, and they broke it.”  Her own voice broke as she remembered.
 
   “How were you treated?” Captain Lamar asked, hearing the note in the woman’s voice.
 
   “Badly,” she admitted.  Her voice took on a hollow note.  “I was given to the chief of this clan.  His name was Zabi.  He stopped the rapes from the other men when he claimed me.  That didn’t mean he didn’t rape me himself.  I learned later he took me because he felt I was an American warrior woman.  He felt I was a challenge.”
 
   “Did you fight him?  Did you try to escape?” Captain McKellan asked, knowing the army would want to know this information.
 
   She nodded.  Her voice remained a monotone of no emotion.  “I tried many times.  I didn’t know where I was.  They beat me horribly.”
 
   “And you couldn’t escape?”
 
   “I was watched.  All the time, I was watched.  When I managed to escape a few times, they beat me on the soles of my feet.  It makes it so painful that you can’t walk.  Then they would beat me for not working.”
 
   “Did the beatings stop?” Lamar asked her, feeling the woman’s pain, but not showing it.
 
   “Only when I became pregnant that first year.  Zabi was thrilled because his first wife was barren.  She was older than he was.  She resented me and the attention he gave me.  Even though I never wanted any of it, I was blamed for it.”  She tried not to sound bitter.
 
   “Did she beat you too?”
 
   Marsha nodded.  She was getting tired.  Telling this story, reliving it, was wearing on her.  “She stopped when Zabi commanded her to.  He was disappointed that my first child was a girl child.  He,” she closed her eyes at the memory, “was on me as soon as I was no longer unclean.  I lost that baby because of his beatings.”
 
   Her audience was horrified at her tale.  It was lacking in details, but the simple story was bad enough.  The camera was catching the pain on the woman’s face as she told her story.
 
   “The next baby was the longed-for son.  My son.  My son,” she repeated.  “My children were given to the first wife, Malekah.  They were treated as though she had given birth to them.”  She closed her eyes again.  “This one they hoped for another boy.”  She rubbed her stomach protectively.  “All the men want boys to come after them.”  She cringed as she remembered something that she wouldn’t share with them.  Not now, maybe not ever.  She looked at Captain McKellan and asked, “Could we take a break?”
 
   “Of course,” he agreed, although he wished they could keep going.  The sooner they got the complete story, the sooner the officials that wanted so desperately to question her would stop asking him for access to her.  He pressed a button on the remote control and turned off the camera.
 
   Corporal Harris rose to hook the camera up to a computer and record the video onto it.  The disks they would make from it would prove valuable in her defense.
 
   “You are dismissed, Captain,” Captain McKellan told her formally.  He watched as she nodded and painfully got up from the chair.  Sitting too long was making the very pregnant woman stiff.  She left the room where they were conducting the interview, leaning against the door after she went through it.  She was in time to hear the captain ask the shrink, “Do you believe her?”
 
   “Don’t you?”
 
   “Yes, it’s just so simple though.  They are going to try to tear her story to shreds.  They aren’t going to want to believe her.  Two definitely dead and three others missing?  They won’t want to buy that scenario.”
 
   “Yes, but in the absence of other proof….”
 
   “Why would the tribe bury the chopper?  That doesn’t make sense to me,” Corporal Harris asked.
 
   “If you can’t find the evidence then you can’t keep looking for it, right?” Captain McKellan asked him.  At that Marsha waddled away from the door to find her children.  Whether they believed her or not, she was telling the truth.  They couldn’t make her lie or tell them what they wanted to hear.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   They continued the next day.  Marsha was interviewed three days in a row—a few hours in the morning and another few hours every afternoon.  She was allowed breaks with her children so she could unwind from the stiffness of recording her statement.  They went over and over the story, asking her several different ways in order to see if she tripped up, but her statement about what had happened to her remained firm.  
 
   They learned that the nomadic tribe had nothing to do with outsiders from their small-minded and secular lifestyle.  The few times they came across the war, the tribe changed course or hid until the danger passed.  They would all hide if a helicopter or plane came over too low.  The children were most frightened by these things.
 
   Marsha had no idea where the jeep had come from, but had taken it on impulse, gathering her children so she could run with them.  She had no idea where she was going except down that mountain road.  She had hoped the paved highway she had seen from their mountain retreat would take her somewhere safe.  Her heart was in her throat the whole way.  It took three days to get to civilization and she had to steal gasoline for the jeep.  Somehow she managed, and despite starvation and lack of water, her children were healthy and now safe.  She was relieved for that.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   On the second day, Captain McKellan shared the previous day’s interview with Major Scott, the colonel, and the others who had come from the base to interview Marsha.  They had a list of questions for him to ask her after seeing this tidbit.  He refused to ask them right away, but tried to work them in as she continued her tale.
 
   “Alright, Captain.  You’ve gotten your first crack, now it’s our turn,” the colonel, introduced as Colonel Rugster, told him, trying to pull rank.
 
   “No, sir,” he said respectfully.  “She trusts me now and her tale isn’t complete.  Once I have it all on tape, I’ll be able to help her answer your questions.”
 
   “Enough already!  We don’t have time to waste here,” he responded angrily.  They had come to the embassy as a courtesy, not knowing if the captain and her children could be moved.  Already, there were reports of an increase in possible civilians near the front of the embassy.  Not wishing to increase hostilities, no one was questioning these civilians who seemed to be malingering.  The embassy personnel were on high alert, the guards especially.
 
   “Sir, I understand your position; however, I have the authority to make this decision,” he began, only to be interrupted and overridden.  “Sir,” he interrupted back, “if you check with General Biggins, you will find I am well within my mandate.”  He tried not to be cocky or say it in a manner that would offend the blustering colonel.  He knew he had to get the story out of the captain first.  Unable to interrogate her for eight hours straight, these little spates of time were all he had.
 
   “That’s it, Captain.  One more day and that’s it,” he was warned.  Fortunately for him and for Marsha, that third day was all they needed for her story to be complete.  
 
   Corporal Harris made sure that copies were sent back to the States as well as to those waiting to interrogate the captain.  
 
   “You sent them where?” the colonel blustered angrily.  “I will have you know this investigation has–” he began, but Captain McKellan interrupted even though he knew it was bad form and he could be in trouble for doing so.
 
   “Sir, I was instructed to keep certain people apprised of Captain Gagliano’s testimony.  This has nothing to do with you and everything to do with this investigation.”
 
   “She fraternized with the enemy,” he pointed out angrily.
 
   “She was captured by the natives and kept prisoner for these five years.  She was raped and beaten by these people.  That was not fraternizing.  She was kept against her will.  She tried escaping on several occasions and ultimately made it.”
 
   The colonel was not pleased with a mere captain pointing out these facts.  He wanted to spin it in his own way.
 
   Ultimately, neither of them would have a choice in what would happen.  The ambassador, a nice man by the name of Tudor, came to them.  “My people tell me there is an increase in activity around the embassy.  I would like it if your people,” he indicated the colonel, “would take this investigation to your base.  I hear from your people,” he indicated the captain, “that the best course of action would be to get her to the States.  What is the plan?”
 
   Captain McKellan nodded.  He too had heard about the civilians and knew it was time to move her.  They’d have to be quick about it as the colonel and his people wanted access to her.  The civilians, if they were Zabi and his people, would want her desperately, especially her son, Amir.  It wasn’t lost on him that the name Amir meant king in their language.  He started to make arrangements, and quickly.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIVE
 
    
 
   “I don’t know that I can,” she shook her head as she backed away from what he had told her, from the concept.  “The last time I was on one of those things, it crashed.  That sort of thing stays with you.”
 
   “We believe your husband–”
 
   “He’s not my husband!” she said vehemently, correcting him.  “He was my torturer, my warden.  I was his concubine, his slave, a mere servant.”  The anger in her voice was obvious.  She’d been getting braver day by day since she felt safer.  She wouldn’t feel truly safe until she was on American soil in the United States.  She glanced at the children playing so innocently with toys they would never have seen in the hills of Afghanistan.  They hadn’t been deprived—none of the children of the village had been—they simply hadn’t known anything else.  It wasn’t that the American way of life was better…just different.
 
   “We have to get you out now,” Mr. Wynn told her, trying to be diplomatic.
 
   Marsha nodded mutely.  She knew that.  She’d have to swallow her fears, and there were many of them.  She had to get herself and her children to safety.  Zabi must not be allowed to find her or the children…ever!  If he got hold of the children, they would disappear into the caves in those hills and she would never see them again.  If he got hold of her, death would be preferable to what he would do to her.
 
   “Would you be able to identify your…” he started to say husband again, reconsidered, and said, “captor if we had a picture?”
 
   “Is Zabi outside the gates?” she gasped, her hands starting to twist in her lap.  The fear was real.  He or his family would come for her if they could.  Had they figured out where she had gone?  Of course they had.  They weren’t stupid, merely uneducated.  She looked around fearfully, wondering at the security here in the embassy.  They were sitting in the gardens, watching the children play.  It was a lot more relaxed than the offices where they had interrogated her, much to their mutual frustration.  There were things that she just wouldn’t, or couldn’t, say.
 
   “We aren’t sure,” Major Scott told her.  “There seems to be unusual local activity on the streets.  We aren’t sure if it’s the same people, but I don’t believe we should take chances.  We want to get you out now.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “I told you,” he reminded her gently.  He understood.  She had to have fears from the previous crash.  It was certainly reasonable.
 
   She swallowed, realizing she had no choice.  A mob, even one that they might be able to muster, would stop a car if they suspected that Zabi’s ‘wife’ was inside with his children.  While she was certain she would be under military escort, she didn’t want anyone else to die.  Enough had already died trying to protect her.  She remembered a couple of the men from the helicopter crash that had survived before she passed out.  After trying to fight off the ‘rescuers’ who had happened upon the crash, they had disappeared.  She barely remembered the first rapes.  She’d been numb by the crash, stunned by her capture, and she blocked out the way they treated her and the other captors until they disappeared.  She’d been in this stupor until she realized she was taken into the hills to become one particularly nasty rapist’s ‘wife.’  
 
   “Can you be ready to go within the hour?” Captain McKellan confirmed.
 
   She nodded mutely.  “May I go?” she asked in a quiet voice.
 
   “You may, Captain,” the major said formally.  He wondered if she would ever be the same.  Would she recover some of the spark that had been Lieutenant Gagliano?  He realized she had no recollection of them meeting before.  At one time, he had actually worked with her, but that was long ago.  He hadn’t been a major then.  He’d already recommended psych evaluations based on what Captain Lamar had said.  She needed help.  He had also put forth paperwork for a female obstetrician and gynecologist to meet her when she landed back in the States.
 
   “Do you think she will lose it?” Wynn asked them after she took the children and shut the glass door behind her.  He indicated her mental state as he made a whirling motion next to his head
 
   “I think that woman is made of sterner stuff than most,” the captain commented in response.
 
   “How will you get her out of here?”
 
   “I’m going to fly her commercial.  They won’t be expecting that.  It may just save some of our men.”
 
   “How can you do that?  Won’t they be watching all the airports?  They’ll expect, being in the military, that she will fly out on one of our transports,” the major protested.
 
   The captain nodded.  “That’s exactly why I won’t.”
 
   “What’s your plan?” Mr. Wynn asked.
 
   “I still have some details to work out,” he told him, not trusting the State Department man in the least.  He didn’t have to tell him anything.  They had cooperated to interview Captain Gagliano, but there was only so much he was willing to share.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Marsha gathered the children close and told them a fantastical tale of two small children that were going to fly in a big bird.  She’d shared such tales before, but she hoped it would ease their transition into flying in a helicopter.  The noise would be horrific.  It was like nothing they had ever known.  She herself had willingly hopped into a UH-1, a relic of the Vietnam War that seemed to remain in production to this day.  The engine problems had begun after they were in the air for a mere half hour.  Going down wasn’t from rebel forces attacking the bird, but from a mechanical error.  It was no one’s fault.  The hell that Marsha had experienced afterward, she could lay clearly at Zabi’s feet.
 
   Marsha was told by Linda that Major Scott had requested that she dress in the clothes that had been left for her and the children.  By guessing their sizes, someone had managed to purchase them current and westernized clothes.  Marsha would be wearing military clothes.  It was laughable as she tried to close her pants over her big belly.  The t-shirt looked grotesque.  The children, however, looked endearing in their jeans and t-shirts.  A big yellow sponge was on Amir’s shirt and a stereotypical Barbie on Bahir’s.  Marsha didn’t know what to do with their Afghan clothing.
 
   “Take that in here,” Linda offered, showing her a duffel bag.  “You may need them later.”
 
   Marsha took her advice, even packing the black burqa and the chador, as well as her more beautiful silk ones in gray with black patterns on them, carefully folding them against wrinkling.  She remembered when she saw the material that Zabi had acquired, either by trade, barter, or theft.  She’d been thrilled when Malekah announced that she would make the required garment so as not to shame Zabi at the celebrations they would be attending.  Marsha had smiled inwardly as she felt she got the better outfit.  Nothing could make Malekah look attractive.  If Marsha had made any gesture of pleasure or gratitude, the bitter woman would have made sure that the outfit would have somehow been ruined.  
 
   She packed the children’s traditional outfits more willingly.  These had been made by Zabi’s mother, Aadila, a crafty old bird who fondly adored her only grandchildren.  She didn’t like Malekah, had wanted Zabi to put her aside in favor of a younger woman.  This captive, this American woman, had given him prestige when he announced his intention to take her as his second wife, and this only after he realized she was pregnant with his child.  He anticipated a son off this healthy female.  He had been disappointed in the female child she bore him.  His anger had continued to the point that a miscarried son had taught him an invaluable lesson.  The birth of the long-anticipated son meant his legacy would live on.  He was sure this latest pregnancy was another son.
 
   Marsha was ready much sooner than the major had anticipated and Linda led her through the embassy to the roof.  She heard the chopper blades long before she saw them.  The noise was rather deafening and she could see the fear in her children’s eyes.  She faked her own happy face for their sakes.  She could feel the sweat that had broken out on her body.  Her forehead was beading up, and not from the extreme heat in this country.  “Remember?  The big bird?  We’re going to fly,” she told them excitedly, hoping to fool them into enjoying the ride.
 
   Bahir was excited.  The story was coming true!  Being older, she understood more of what was going on.  Amir was terrified.  He hung back until Marsha had no choice and scooped him up to carry him to the chopper.  Her body protested.  One baby in her stomach and another being carried in her arms was too much for her beleaguered back.  She took it slow as she tried to hold Bahir’s hand and carry her duffel bag.
 
   “Good luck,” Linda shouted over the noise as they came out on the roof.  
 
   “Thank you for everything,” she shouted in return, blinking back tears from the dust that the chopper stirred up.  
 
   Linda watched as the pregnant woman, her children with her, hurried toward the open door of the chopper.  The child in her arms was screaming in terror.  The little girl looked on eagerly at the adventure.  A man dressed in battle fatigues stepped forward to take the duffel bag and help the passengers into the plane.  He scared the toddler in her arms further as he looked so odd with his helmet and earphones.  He shut the sliding door behind himself as he too climbed aboard.  
 
   Marsha felt dizzy.  She couldn’t believe she was in one of these contraptions…again.  The baby kicked painfully.  Amir was screaming his head off.  She sat down and grabbed a set of earphones and placed them over the toddler’s head.  He stopped screaming almost immediately as the noise was blotted out, then he looked about in wonderment at the strange contraptions.  She quickly eased him off her lap and onto a seat by himself, buckling him in.  She put Bahir into another seat and buckled her in, giving her a set of ear-phones too.  She smiled toothily, her baby teeth shining brightly against the brown of her skin.  Marsha sat back.  The kicks from within were making her stomach hurt.  She buckled herself in and put on her own set of earphones.
 
   “Okay?” someone called into them and she gave him a thumbs up.  She didn’t feel like talking.  She was too ill and was hoping she wouldn’t vomit.
 
   She closed her eyes and felt the sickening lurch that meant they were taking off.  She quickly opened them to watch the children’s reactions.  Bahir’s big brown eyes were wide with excitement.  She didn’t look scared, which was a relief to her mother.  She looked down at Amir and he was playing with the earphones, the muffling of the noise enticing to him.  He had felt the lurch, but didn’t really pay attention to it as he wasn’t looking out the windows.  Marsha leaned back and closed her eyes again.
 
   It didn’t take long and they were already landing.  The corporal who had jumped in with them escorted them into a hangar, carrying her duffel bag.
 
   “Do you have a change of clothes in that, Captain?” he asked her.  “Do you have local clothing?”
 
   “Why?” she asked, curious.
 
   “You are to change into it if you do,” he told her.  “We’re getting you out of here anonymously.  Do you need a burqa?  A chador?  How about the children?”
 
   “No, I have what I need here,” she indicated the duffel bag.  Now she understood why Linda had told her to pack everything.  She was grateful that someone had washed the garments as they’d been full of dust from their harrowing escape and no amount of smacking would release it all.
 
   The corporal gave her privacy, leading her to a small, anonymous office while she changed out of her ill-fitting military clothing and into the beautiful Afghan clothes.  She hid the children and herself with the absolutely ugly and all-encompassing burqa.  She was grateful it wasn’t the kind that had a net across the face, but was sure if Malekah had thought of that, she would have insisted that Mahsa, meaning Marsha, wear one.  She was careful to attach the chador across her face, leaving only her eyes visible.  Next, she covered up Bahir in another burqa she had stolen from their camp.  She’d chosen it because its size allowed her to hide the child.  Most children, most female children, didn’t have to wear these black robes until they became teenagers.  This one was a pale blue color.  Her tiny daughter didn’t look odd in it and it hid her features well.  Next, she put the one on Amir.  Zabi would be furious if he knew that his son was wearing ‘women’s’ clothing.  Anything that impinged on his masculinity was a threat.  She hadn’t understood that at first.  Most of the men in the village were decent, but Zabi took much pride in his claim on the American woman.  She’d found later that many had recommended that she be returned, but he had kept her for her ability to fight, for the fact that she had been overcome, that he owned her, and that she’d given him his long-sought-after children.  Once she gave him a son, he wouldn’t have let her go unless in death.  Amir didn’t want to go back in the burqa because it was too hot.  Marsha had finally calmed him after his terror flying in the helicopter, but the big tears were still obvious on his small face.  She laughed and cooed with him, tickling him, trying to distract him as she dressed him.  There was a knock on the door.
 
   “Captain Gagliano, ma’am,” the corporal made it sound like an apology.  “Your escort is here.  I have this for you,” he said, showing her a bottle of infant drops.  She frowned until he explained that they would help make the children sleepy for the next stage of their trip, especially if Amir acted up again.  “My wife has used them to help with the air pressure on their ears.”
 
   Marsha was pleased and thanked him for his foresight.  She couldn’t tell him that the child wasn’t upset by the air pressure, but by the noise.  Neither of them had any experience with such mechanical wonders.  These were the things out of children’s nightmares.
 
   “These men will go with you,” the corporal explained.
 
   Marsha looked up at the two men, dressed as any young Afghan male of good means would be.  Their semi-Western-styled suits had more traditional Afghan clothing underneath, the combination a common sight with Afghan males.  Her heart was in her throat and she took a protective, if unbalanced step in front of her children.  “What is the meaning of this?” she demanded.
 
   “The major thought that you would look less suspicious if your escort looked like locals,” the corporal explained.  “Pete and Johann will escort you to Europe and possibly back to the States.”
 
   “How ya doin’?” a Texas drawl greeted her as the very Afghan-looking man, who introduced himself as Johann, stepped forward to shake her hand.
 
   “I’m Pete,” the other very dusky-looking man greeted her and held out his hand to be shaken.  It was firm, it was moist and, if she wasn’t mistaken, it was gay.  She eyed him, wondering how she had spotted it after all these years.
 
   “If you are seen traveling with these two men and two children it will be less noticeable,” the corporal explained further.
 
   Marsha nodded.  It was actually a rather brilliant, if simple plan.  “When is our flight?” she asked, looking around.
 
   “Now,” Pete told her as he held out an elbow for her to take.
 
   “No,” she told him as she declined to take it.  He cocked an eyebrow in her direction.  “I must walk behind you two as befits a good wife,” she explained.  “You two must appear to be ignoring my existence.  Maybe look back now and then, even appearing a little angry at how slow this mere woman and the children are.  If the children like you, maybe carry them now and then?”
 
   The men nodded, understanding more.  Everyone who came over here got a crash course in the culture, but until they experienced it or actually saw it, it was just hearsay.  She had provided invaluable information for their plan to work.  They had to get her out of Kabul.  It had been explained that Captain Marsha Gagliano and the intel her brain held, might be valuable.  Their job was to get her home safely.
 
   They escorted her, Johann’s back turned, but glancing back frequently and showing exasperation as a husband or other male family member might do.  Pete brought up the rear, looking for any problem that might arise.  They walked along the edge of the buildings and then across the tarmac to a plane sitting there waiting for passengers.  She shepherded her children along behind Johann, not looking up as they were taken into the plane first, up the walkway from under the plane, and seated.  She put Bahir in the seat by the window and Amir in the seat in the middle.  She herself sat on the outside.  She felt safer doing that.  The two men took seats across the aisle from them with room for three more on the far side of them.  Both looked at her with questions in their eyes.
 
   “Can I get you anything?” the steward asked solicitously, his accent was decidedly French.  These were VIPs who had been ushered onto the plane before anyone else.  He would make sure they were taken care of.
 
   “Could you bring me a little bit of 7-up for my tummy?” she asked, still not looking up so he could see her face.
 
   “Yes, madam, right away,” he told her.  He asked the men across the aisle and they both turned him down.  He was back in minutes with a can and a cup.  
 
   Marsha waited until he had gone back to the galley to await the other passengers.  She pulled the tray down on the seat in front of her and put the cup and can on it.  She popped the top, glancing over in time to see her children fascinated with the sound.  She kept herself from smiling as she began to pour the soda into the cup.  The bubbles rising and clinging to the sides of the cup were fascinating to them.  She reached into her pocket and pulled out the drops.  After reading the label, she squeezed some into the cup of soda, using the eyedropper to stir the concoction.  She handed the cup to Bahir.  “Drink only half.  The rest is for your brother,” she warned the little girl.
 
   “Ohhh,” she sighed blissfully at the strange, lemony taste.  Marsha hoped the medicine hadn’t tainted it.  
 
   “Mine,” Amir demanded in Tajik as he watched his sister enjoy the beverage.
 
   “Wait your turn,” Marsha warned him in English.  She wouldn’t put up with some of the behaviors that had been acceptable back in the tribe.  Male arrogance was encouraged at an early age.  Some tempered it with respect for women.  Some, like Zabi, let it go to their head.
 
   Bahir dutifully drank half, maybe a little more.  She was surprised and delighted at the burps that came up.  Marsha gently helped Amir to drink the rest, bending painfully on her protruding stomach as she reached.  He got some down his chin and she carefully wiped it away.  She could hear them opening the doors for the rest of the passengers.  She wanted no one to take notice of her and the children.  Finally, Amir was finished.
 
   “More?” he asked hopefully and then looked disappointed as his mother shook her head.  Turning resentfully, he looked out the window of the plane at the activity below them, the baggage handlers, and the other airport personnel.
 
   Marsha sat back in her chair again and sipped at the remaining soda in the can.  She hoped the bubbles would settle her own stomach.  The baby was kicking in protest.  Her nerves, her stress, everything was upsetting the little one and she rubbed her stomach before putting her hand down.  She wanted no one to realize she was a pregnant woman traveling with two children.  The two swarthy men traveling with her would help her façade. 
 
   Pete got up as the other passengers began to board the plane and came over, leaning down to whisper in her ear.  “I want to be sure that they know we are together.  Is there anything I can do?”
 
   Marsha shook her head.  Already, passengers were coming down the aisle looking for their seats, and Pete was in the way.  Reluctantly, he returned to his seat as people couldn’t get past him in the narrow aisle.  Repeated requests to “Excuse me,” in various Afghan and European dialects had him glowering.  He turned the glare on her once he sat down again, hoping people would get the hint.  What people saw was a woman in a black burqa with two small children beside her.  Both children were looking anxiously out the window and this made more than one person smile.  It would be assumed they were both female children as they too were covered in the light blue outfits.  Although a lot of children were allowed regular Afghan clothing, it wasn’t unheard of for some religious sects to hide their daughters under the all-encompassing clothing, even from an early age.  Marsha kept her head down, only glancing at the children as they enjoyed the sights outside the window.  She realized, not only would the plane ride be a first, but even something as simple as a window was a novelty.  They’d experienced a window in the jeep, some in the embassy, and now the one on the airplane.
 
   “Moray, is this like the story?” Bahir asked, a bit too loud.
 
   In a quieter voice, Marsha shushed the exuberant child, but assured her it was.  She saw the telltale signs of sleepiness coming over the young girl.  Already, Amir was blinking heavily.  He was fighting it though, as there was too much activity going on outside and passengers were streaming into the plane.  Slowly, he was losing the fight and Marsha caught him before the plane was fully loaded and he began to fall asleep backwards in his seat.  She turned him, buckled him in, and stood up to look for a pillow.
 
   “What are you looking for?” Pete hissed from across the aisle.
 
   “Pillows, maybe blankets, for the children,” she told him.  He unbuckled and got up to look.  She sat back down, looking down at her hands as she waited.  Pete went through two overhead compartments to find what she was looking for, holding up a couple of passengers who were waiting to go down the aisle.  He ignored their mutterings and handed Marsha the requisite items.  She glanced up for only a moment and her heart nearly leapt out of her throat.  She thought she recognized someone waiting in the aisle.  She quickly averted her eyes, turning her back as she positioned a pillow under Amir.  She flung the blanket over the little boy, knowing he would probably sweat under the blanket and the burqa he was wearing.  For the moment, he was hidden from the passenger as they made their way past her seat once Pete had sat down again.  Marsha swiveled and, making eye contact with Pete, she glanced at the passenger who had just gone down the aisle, her head cocking that way to indicate he was of some importance.  Pete understood immediately and glanced down the aisle to take note of where the man sat.  Marsha turned around again and got Bahir settled in her seat.  Using the blanket as a second pillow for the young girl, she soon had her settled.  By the time the plane took off, both children were sleeping, blissfully unaware of the drama going on around them.
 
   The preflight checklist was going on with the stewards.  Stewardesses were not allowed on planes in this male-dominated area of the world.  Announcements were made in Dari (the Afghan version of Farsi).  Under the announcement, Pete hissed, “What?”
 
   Marsha shook her head as she answered, “I think he looks familiar.”
 
   That was enough for both Pete and Johan to be on alert about the passenger she had tagged.
 
   Marsha sat back.  There was nothing she could do but wait.  The lemony drink had helped her burp up some of her anxiety, but a whole new set of anxious thoughts assailed her as the plane began to roll away from the terminal.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIX
 
    
 
   Since there was nothing that Marsha could do about the passenger, she sat back in her chair and tried to rest.  Her thoughts were chaotic.  She decided to think about what might be waiting back home for her.
 
   Heather had been such a wonderful wife.  Had she waited for her?  She wanted desperately to see her…to know.  The major hadn’t known and calling her hadn’t been an option.  Had it really been only one week since she entered the embassy?
 
   She thought back as the plane began to roll onto a runway in preparation for takeoff….
 
   “I’ve decided I’d like to get married,” Marsha told Heather.
 
   Nodding slightly at the news, her girlfriend asked, “Anyone particular in mind?”  Heather’s eyebrows went up at the question, waiting impatiently for the brunette’s answer.
 
   “Well…” she drew it out.  “I thought you, silly,” she answered with a grin.
 
   With a whoosh, she released the breath she hadn’t known she was holding, smiling in return.  “That’s good.  I’d hate to think I’d invested all this time in this relationship and in training you without reaping the benefits and getting you in the end.”
 
   Marsha laughed at the ‘training you’ line and took the dirty blonde in her arms, looking down at her with an affectionate grin.  “It’s not you that gets me,” she told her sincerely.  “I get you,” she said reverently as she leaned down for a well-deserved kiss.
 
   A short time later as they came up for breath, Heather thought to ask, “Now that you have told me that we are getting married, don’t you think you should tell your family?”
 
   She hesitated.  She hadn’t thought of telling her family.  She blanched as she realized the enormity of that task.  “Do I have to?” she whined slightly in jest, her forehead resting on her girlfriend, now fiancée’s, forehead.
 
   Nodding slightly, Heather’s forehead causing the taller woman’s forehead to bob up in synchronicity, she answered, “I think it’s time that you tell your family that you are gay.”
 
   Swallowing slightly, she asked, “Do they have to know?  Can’t I let them guess?”
 
   “Well, when you walk down the aisle and I follow along next, don’t you think they might clue into the fact that you are marrying a woman?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Some of them are pretty obtuse.  They may think you are just one of my bridesmaids only with a better gown…” she grinned at the thought.
 
   “I think you are going to have to come out to your family,” she told her.
 
   Marsha lost her grin and the playfulness she had felt up to that point.  “Why don’t we just elope and tell them afterwards?”
 
   “Kinda defeats the purpose of inviting all our friends and family to our wedding,” Heather pointed out.
 
   “They don’t have to know,” she pointed out in return.
 
   “I want a big wedding with the white dresses, my father walking me down the aisle, and the celebration of our love.  I’d kinda like you to be in attendance.”
 
   “Your father is dead,” she pointed out.
 
   “That’s irrelevant to the point I am making.  I want a wedding, in a church, with everyone there…including you!” she used her forefinger to point at her fiancée’s nose.
 
   “Then I guess we are going to have to tell my family that I’m gay,” she conceded with a long drawn-out sigh.
 
   Shaking her head, she backed away slightly.  “Nuh uh, it’s your family.  You break the news to them.”
 
   “You won’t go along for moral support?” she asked incredulously.
 
   “I don’t think it’s the moral thing that will be the issue,” she joked in return.
 
   Marsha smiled in remembrance.  Coming out to her family had been a lot harder than coming out to the army.  The repeal of ‘Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell’ and the ‘Defense Against Marriage Act’ had allowed many service personnel to declare spouses that had formerly been hidden, which allowed them benefits and had been a big breakthrough.  Marsha wanted Heather to be her wife.  She wanted her to have her benefits if anything ever happened to her.  She wanted to publically declare, “This is MY wife.”  And she did.
 
   Her thoughts continued as she gazed at her sleeping children.  Now her thoughts went to the wedding and the reception afterwards.
 
   “You’re a great dancer,” Marsha said.
 
   “Shhh, don’t tell anyone!  I’m counting.”  They shared a laugh because it was obvious she could dance.  To keep the brevity going, she started, “One, two, three…one, two, three.”  They shared another laugh because it was so far off from the song they were dancing to.
 
   Marsha had been surprised by who had come to their wedding and who had stayed away.  The disapprovers had been among the minority and she figured they were no loss.  Those that really cared had come and celebrated the two women’s marriage.
 
   Marsha checked on Amir as he turned in the seat, trying to get more comfortable.  The seatbelt kept him locked in place.  She pulled the blanket up and, using it like padding, made more of a spot for him to snuggle in.  She herself was feeling the fatigue of the past few days, hell, the past week and her flight from captivity.
 
   Zabi had insisted on new clothes for his whole family: his two children and his two wives.  Since the American was thought to be useless as anything but a breeder, Malekah and her women friends sewed the outfits.  Marsha thought it ironic that Malekah meant queen.  This was not the word she would use to describe the bitter, old woman, but she didn’t blame her, not really.  Zabi was a real ‘catch’ by their tribal standards.  An up-and-coming warrior, he had married the older woman and then regretted it when she couldn’t breed.  He had claimed the American woman because she proved to be a fighter and he enjoyed dominating her.  The first few times he had required help as she fought him, but once cowed, Marsha had proved to be an unceasing attraction to the man.  Once she was pregnant, he proclaimed his prowess to any and all who would listen.  Malekah had been jealous beyond measure.  Marsha had shared the children with her to a degree, hoping to ease her lot in life, but when the senior wife had attempted to take over, have them call her moray, the brunette had put a stop to her friendly gestures.  The woman had resented her from then on, even kicking her backside when she lay recovering from her miscarriage.  Since Zabi had taken full responsibility for the beating that had resulted in the miscarriage, the additional bruises on Marsha’s back hadn’t been noted.  Malekah had won in the end.  The children had thought she was their mother and Marsha was just the second wife, also called moray.  Even on the harrowing drive from the camp in the jeep, when they called for moray, Marsha hadn’t been sure they weren’t calling for Malekah.  They clung to her because she was someone familiar, at least that’s what Marsha had been thinking.
 
   The new clothes were for a festival that Zabi’s tribe and another were participating in.  They tried to do this several times a year with various tribes in order to allow their young people to meet and marry.  Girls as young as eleven were betrothed, sometimes forced to go live with their intended’s family since it might be several years before the two tribes came together again.  The practice worried Marsha as she looked at her daughter, her stomach protected by her hand.  She knew there were already inquiries about matching Bahir because of Zabi’s standing in the community.  Marsha would have no say and neither would the child.
 
   Seeing a jeep parked just outside of their tent village, Marsha’s heart pounded at the opportunity.  No one was watching it, no one would dare.  She pretended she wasn’t interested in it, but she saw that the keys were in it, dangling temptingly from the ignition.  Slowly, she made her way back towards where Malekah was showing off, pretending that Zabi’s son Amir was her own.  She was sitting on a large blanket she had spread out for her and her son, her friends sitting on the edge admiring the sturdy toddler.  He was already fussing as it was past his time for a nap.  Marsha bowed respectfully to the chieftain’s first wife.
 
   “I’ll take him for his nap,” she offered generously, but inside she was seething for having to be deferential to this woman over her own son.
 
   “That would be good,” Malekah said graciously.
 
   Marsha looked for Bahir, but didn’t see her as she made her way towards their tent.  
 
   “Mahsa,” the harsh voice of Zabi stopped her.
 
   Marsha quickly looked down, waiting for him to say what he needed to say.  She was taller than him, something that seemed to annoy him from the beginning.  He didn’t like the fact that he had to look up at the American woman.
 
   “You stay covered,” he ordered, looking for something to admonish her about.
 
   Marsha pulled the burqa she was wearing tighter, hiding the lovely garments below it completely.  She affixed the chador across her face one-handed since she was holding Amir.  This seemed to appease the leader as he looked at her with a gleam in his eye.  Marsha glanced up to see if he was finished with her, saw the gleam, and nearly groaned.  It meant he would want to bed her later despite her pregnancy.  He couldn’t seem to get enough of her.  She inwardly shuddered.  The years with him had been hell and if she could, she would have killed him.  She knew her own life would be short-lived with these people if she did that.  Her children would be raised with the same values they held; her own culture and values were of no importance here.  Marsha surreptitiously pinched Amir, which set him to squawking immediately, as she had known it would.  Zabi backed away.  Raising children was a woman’s job.  He took pride in his offspring, as though he alone were responsible for their existence, but he took no opportunity to interact with them other than to show them off.  He made a gesture and Marsha continued on to the tent.  She worried, her heart pounding, as though he could read her thoughts…that he might discern her plans….  
 
   As she approached, she was pleased to see Bahir playing with others.  She quieted Amir by placing him against her shoulder, stopping to wait for Bahir to see her.  The child stopped playing at her second mother’s silence.  At Marsha’s head jerk, she headed for the tent, not knowing if she was in trouble or what, but learning to obey instantly from past discrepancies.  It was not from Marsha, but from what Zabi and Malekah had been teaching ‘their’ children.  Inside the tent, Marsha quickly went to Malekah’s things and took a burqa for Bahir, placing it over her nice clothes.
 
   “Moray?” Bahir protested.  She liked her new and bright clothes to show.
 
   “Shhh,” Marsha ordered her, taking another and placing it over Amir who was much smaller.  It enveloped him totally.  At first he protested.  He was crabby from playing, tired and ready for a nap, but the novelty of the outfit had him playing with the material as Marsha took him once more in her arms.  “Come with me,” she ordered Bahir, who obeyed without question.  For once Marsha was grateful for the absolute obedience that these people insisted on from their women and children.  Marsha peeked and slipped outside the tent.  She would be another anonymous woman in a camp full of tribesmen and women.  No one noticed her as she made her way slowly to where she had spotted the jeep, parked outside the camp and out of sight by a curve in the hill.  It was perfect.  If only she could get away.  She knew to be caught with it would mean death for her.  She froze when a group of chattering women passed by her.  She kept her eyes lowered and they looked at her curiously, but seeing her walking with children, ignored her.
 
   Marsha looked around, her old soldier skills rising within her as she assessed the situation.  Arriving at the jeep, she swung Amir in the back, putting a belt on him before he could think to protest.  She swung a surprised Bahir over as well and tucked her into the seat next to him.  She knew questions would be forthcoming from the little girl if she didn’t hurry.  Once more, she looked around ensuring no one could see them.  She got into the driver’s seat, released the brake, put in the clutch, and the jeep began to roll down the hill backwards.  It wasn’t until it was at the bottom that she turned the wheel so it was facing the other way.  She turned the key, at the same time making sure it was in first gear, and cringed at the noise as it turned over smoothly.  She breathed a slight sigh of relief, her heart beating painfully in her chest as she popped the clutch and simultaneously gave it gas and they started to drive forward.
 
   “Moray?” she heard from the back seat, Bahir no longer keeping silent and sounding rather alarmed.  The novelty of the machine had worn off and the fear of its strangeness was beginning to scare her.
 
   “Mo…?” Amir’s little baby voice echoed his big sister, not nearly as coherent.  He was enjoying the newness of riding in the jeep.  Zabi and his brothers had already taken the toddler up on their horses, teaching him the ways of their people at a young age.
 
    Quickly, she stomped on the gas, all of them pulled further back into their seats by gravity as she sped away down the mountainside.  She changed gears as she could, never going into third or even fourth until she was on a straightaway.  All she could think of was to get away, to try or die trying.  Her greatest fear was that she would die and her children would be raised by those people.  Before she had become pregnant, she had tried to escape many times, but she’d been brought back and punished.  It had given her a general knowledge of the area, even if she didn’t know quite where they were.  Her worry now was that the winding road would take longer and that Zabi and his men would know a shortcut across country with their horses.  It was an odd sight to see them on the horses with their ancient lineage proudly displayed in their outfits and saddles, holding modern day AK-47s and other weapons.
 
   “Moray?” Bahir whimpered, genuinely afraid in this machine.
 
   “It’s okay, baby,” Marsha assured her, reaching back in between shifting to touch the little girl on the leg.  She glanced back when she had a short straightaway and saw that the little girl had put her arm around the toddler to hold him to her.  He was looking about, fascinated at the scenery as it whipped by them on both sides.  His eyes were big, all thoughts of a nap long gone at the moment.
 
   Marsha drove like a madwoman…away, far away from these people who had kept her for who knew how long.  They weren’t all bad.  In fact, the majority of them were a kind people.  She could have, under other circumstances, enjoyed being among them.  As Zabi’s second wife, she had a certain amount of prestige.  As his slave, some of the men were disparaging of her.  Some of them had used her body when she had first come among them, and then later, only when she tried to escape as some sort of punishment or conquering technique.  Zabi had recognized the warrior in this American and claimed her for his own, but not until several of his men had gang raped her.  He kept her well away from the men after his claim.  He wanted any and all children that she would bear to be his.  Marsha was shocked, but not surprised, to find herself pregnant months later.
 
   It hadn’t been easy to get pregnant with her first child.  Marsha had deliberately pushed thoughts of Hayley deep inside of her.  Leaving her after she was just born to return to her duties in the army had been one of the hardest things she could do.  She had eighteen weeks of paid maternity leave before she had to report back to the base and resume her duties.  She was shipped out not long after.  
 
   “Why don’t you quit?” Heather had pleaded.  She wanted her wife home and around more often.  Marrying an army lieutenant hadn’t really been as much fun as she had thought it would.  They moved a lot.  She had thought they would travel more often, and moving that often wasn’t fun at all.
 
   “You know I’m up to make captain.  This has set me back,” she indicated the baby and her own post-baby body.  The in vitro fertilization had taken all of their savings.  Choosing a donor had led to fights.  That was long ago though.
 
   “But eighteen months!  You’re going to be gone EIGHTEEN months,” she protested.  Raising Hayley by herself for that length of time scared Heather.  “Do you know how much of her you will miss?”
 
   “It can’t be helped.  You know how annoyed they were with me when they found out I was pregnant.  Some of them considered it immoral.”
 
   “But we’re married,” she protested yet again.  They’d had this conversation before.
 
   “Not in the eyes of some servicemen…” Marsha pointed out again.
 
   That had been so long ago.  Marsha sighed as she made herself comfortable in the plane chair, glancing at the sleeping children.  She’d read somewhere that once you have a child, your body is more likely to be fertile and you get pregnant easier.  She’d have to agree with that assessment after Zabi had gotten her pregnant time and time again.  She had been looking forward to going home to Heather and Hayley and getting pregnant again, but that was five years ago.  She wondered what Hayley looked like now.  She’d had blonde curls at birth.  She’d teased that she needed a haircut on the way home from the hospital.  Skyping with Heather, they had resolved a lot of their differences.  They were looking forward to her coming home.  She was looking forward to being a family.  Heather had enjoyed playing mommy, but she wanted her partner, her wife, to come home to her.  She’d grown up a lot raising Hayley alone.  She’d grown up a lot while her wife was overseas.  She missed her.  Now Marsha wondered if she had waited for her.  Had they declared her dead?  She would know in a few days, she was sure.  She wondered if they had told Heather yet?
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVEN
 
    
 
   She thought the flight from Kabul to Qatar would be the worst…It wasn’t.  Her nerves were already shot.  Waking the children and transferring them to another flight, this one from Qatar to Germany, upset the two children further.  It took a while to calm them down again as they waited for their flight.  Juice, a cookie, and some cuddling seemed to help.  At least this time the announcements were in French and Marsha could understand them.  She looked around, trying to see if anyone else looked familiar to her.  In this part of the world, her burqa and chador were not out of place.  She wondered at her reception in Germany.  She wished there had been a direct flight from Kabul to Germany.  Had she been on a military plane, there would have been.  The G8 or The Group of Eight refers to the group of eight highly industrialized nations—France, Germany, Italy, the United Kingdom, Japan, the United States, Canada, and Russia—that hold meetings and form consensus on global issues.  Since the turmoil in the Middle East, this group forbade such direct flights from some of these war-torn countries.  It was hoped that by redirecting them through less vitriolic countries, the more fanatical elements would be weeded out before they could get to Europe,much less elsewhere in the world. 
 
   The most alarming part for all of them, especially her two escorts, was that the familiar-looking man followed them from one plane to the next and got on their same flight.  It was making everyone edgy, but there was nothing they could do.  He might have legitimate business in Europe and as there wasn’t a direct flight from Kabul to Germany, this was the way to go.  
 
   Marsha watched her two children sleep again, grateful that she’d been given the medicine to make them sleep; however, she worried that she might have over-medicated them.  She watched them breathe from time to time to make sure they were, in fact, still alive.  Her mind was racing on several fronts.  One moment, she worried that the man on board was someone that Zabi had sent and he would grab her and take her back.  The next moment, she worried that she had somehow harmed her own children and this escape was for nothing.  Then, to top it off, she would worry about Heather and Hayley and wonder if they thought she was dead.  It left her fatigued as she simply couldn’t sleep soundly enough.  She was constantly woken whenever someone walked by.  Johann looked across the aisle.  He was the closest to her on this flight and he wondered what she was thinking.  She was quite restless even when she did manage to get some sleep.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   “Ms. Gagliano?” the formal sounding name alarmed Heather.  She had, of course, taken Marsha’s name.  She’d been proud to do so.  Few called her by it though.  To most, she was simply ‘Heather.’
 
   “Yes?” she asked cautiously, seeing their uniforms.  Her heart was beating hard.  She glanced at the time.  Hayley would be home from kindergarten soon on the bus and she had to meet her.  Were they here to tell her something about Marsha?  Was her body finally found?  No one knew what had happened to her helicopter or the people on board.  It had simply disappeared into that vast wasteland that was Afghanistan.  She swallowed nervously.
 
   “You are the wife of Captain Gagliano?” the second man asked her, to verify her identity further.
 
   “Lieutenant,” she corrected automatically.
 
   “We have here,” he said musingly, confused, “that this is the residence of Captain Gagliano’s wife.  Captain Marsha Gagliano?”  He looked up from his paperwork with a question on his young, officious face.
 
   “I’m the wife of Marsha Gagliano.  She was a lieutenant in the army,” Heather answered proudly.  Her heart was beating so loud in her ears she was beginning to feel faint.
 
   “Oh, that’s where the mistake is.  The lieutenant was promoted to captain,” he corrected her gently.
 
   ‘Oh, wouldn’t Marsha have been proud to know that,’ Heather thought to herself.  Why hadn’t she been informed?  That explained the increase in the money she had been receiving from the army.  Raising a child on her own, she’d desperately needed what little she got.  She hadn’t dared to question it in case they took it back.  “What can I do for you, gentlemen?” she asked, afraid to find out what they did want.  
 
   “May we come in?” the first one inquired politely.
 
   Thinking about how messy the living room was from Hayley’s rather boisterous play, she refused.  “What can I do for you, gentlemen?” she repeated rather testily.  More out of nervousness that they would see her dirty house than from anything else, or so she told herself.
 
   “We are here to inform you that Captain Marsha Gagliano…” he began formally.  Time seemed to slow down and Heather waited for the phrase, “has been found dead,” to come out of his mouth.  Instead, when he continued, he said, “has been found alive.”
 
   Heather didn’t hear him.  The pulse pounding in her ears kept her from hearing him.  She blinked.  They waited.  She blinked again and then swallowed, waiting for him to tell her.
 
   “Ma’am?” he inquired, seeing her turn pale.  He wondered if she had remarried or something.  After all, Captain Gagliano had been gone five years.  This might be a real mess.
 
   “What?  What did you say?” she asked, tremulously.
 
   “Captain Gagliano has been found alive,” he repeated.
 
   “Is she okay?” Heather gasped, her hand going to her chest.
 
   “She’s being interrogated,” he informed her, looking at her curiously and wondering at their relationship.  It was hard being married to someone in the service.  He wondered if it was different for same-sex couples?
 
   Heather didn’t know what to think.  She held onto the door to keep herself upright.
 
   Long after the two officers left, she stood looking out the front window, wondering….  It had been five years.  She had finally resigned herself that Marsha was dead.  She’d even gone on a couple of dates this last year.  They hadn’t been pleasant, but her family told her she needed to ‘move on.’  She hadn’t wanted to move on.  She’d wrapped herself in her grief over knowing Marsha was gone, probably dead, for so long that she couldn’t resolve it at the moment.  She’d raised their daughter all by herself, barely able to keep afloat with the bills and the little money she got from the government.  Hayley wasn’t even going to know Marsha.  She had seen pictures of her mother, of course.  Heather had even caught her talking to the photo that they kept by her bed, but it was more like a pretend or imaginary person to the child.
 
   Where had Marsha been all this time?  They hadn’t said what condition she was in.  They had flown her back through Europe, stopping over in Germany before flying her home.  Home….  She looked around at the small house they had lived in for so long.  She had never moved.  She’d been ‘allowed’ to stay, but there had been noises about a non-military person living in housing that was offered to service personnel and their families at a reduced rate.  Heather knew she couldn’t afford more, not now.  Hayley had just started kindergarten.  She had hoped by the time their daughter was in first grade and going to school full-time, that she could start work, but after all this time of not working she wasn’t sure anyone would hire her.  
 
   “Mommy,” a voice called plaintively and she looked up, startled.  A cute, black-haired girl with a pixie cut was walking up the sidewalk to the house and had seen her through the picture window.  She waved and the exuberance was a delight to see as she waved back.  Heather met her at the door. 
 
   “Hi there,” she said, delighted to see the little girl.  “How was school today?”
 
   The little girl began to talk about it so excitedly she frequently forgot words.  She was bouncing on her toes as she told about her day.  It was all so important to relate.  Heather helped her off with her jacket, took her little backpack, and together they went over the art projects that were pulled out of it.
 
   Heather let the little girl wind down before she approached the delicate subject.  She could have waited, but it had to seem real, at least to her.  They didn’t have much time.  Tomorrow Hayley wouldn’t be going to school because they would be meeting Marsha at the airport.  The army had offered her transportation.
 
   “Honey…sweetie,” she said to her as they put her things away for another day of school, which normally would be the next day.  “I have something to tell you,” she told her as she pulled her onto her lap.
 
   “What, Mommy?” the little girl asked, practically.  She began to play with the long tendrils of dishwater blonde curls that were over Heather’s shoulder.
 
   “Two men came to the house today,” she began.
 
   “Were they selling something?”  She’d seen her mother chase off those who would sell door to door in this area, knowing that someone was probably home since it was mostly military wives.
 
   “No, honey, they weren’t.  They came to tell me something.”
 
   “What’d they tell you?” she glanced up, her eyes looking exactly like Marsha’s.  The feeling of love clutched so hard at Heather’s throat, she nearly choked.  It was hard to go on.
 
   “They told me that your other mommy is coming home,” she tried to make it sound exciting.  She knew she was excited to see Marsha, but would this child, who couldn’t really remember meeting her birth mother, be as excited?
 
   “Mommy in the picture?” she asked and she did sound excited.  None of her other ‘pretend’ friends had ever come to life or for a visit.
 
   Heather nodded, thinking about how much she could tell this little girl.  “Tomorrow, we get to meet her at the airport.”  She wondered how long Marsha had been wherever she was coming from?  How long the military had kept her existence from her family?
 
   “Do we have to go on an airplane too?” she sounded intrigued and even more excited at the idea.
 
   “No, baby.  We are going to meet her at the airport.  Those two men said that someone would come and drive us.”
 
   “We can’t take the old wreck?” she asked, innocently.
 
   Heather winced.  The child had heard her refer to their dilapidated old Corolla as ‘the old wreck’ one too many times.  This had become its full name.  On a limited budget, she was only able to keep it running…barely.  She had refused help from her own parents as well as Marsha’s.  Her mother and step-father out of pride, and Marsha’s parents because she knew it meant strings were attached and she would have no choice but to let them see Hayley more often.  As it was, the few times a year she allowed visits left the child confused about who her ‘real’ mother was.  Most days she understood she had two mommies, but after a visit with Marsha’s parents she frequently wondered who her ‘real’ mother was.  Heather knew it was because of the things that Marsha’s parents told the child, their version of what the child ‘should’ know.  She didn’t understand yet and Heather didn’t feel she should know at six and a half what birth mother meant.
 
   “No, baby doll.  We are going to let them drive us.  Won’t that be fun?”
 
   The little girl didn’t know if it would be fun or not and nodded because her mother said it would be fun and she wanted to agree.  “Can I have a cookie and go play?” she asked next, moving on to more important topics.
 
   Heather wondered if the little girl understood the importance of the next day as she made her a snack and then let her go play.  She supposed she was just too young.  Later she caught Hayley talking to the picture of Marsha.
 
   “I get to meet you tomorrow!” she said it importantly, as though the picture didn’t know.  “Mommy said we can go meet you at the airport!”  Heather watched as the little girl looked at the framed photo of Marsha in a uniform and then the one of both Marsha and Heather with their arms around each other, smiling into the camera.  Happier times.  “I hope you like me,” the little girl stated, surprising Heather.
 
   Heather had told her stories for years about Marsha.  How they had met, how they had loved each other so much that they had married as soon as they could.  She tried to explain delicately that it took a man and a woman to make a baby and that Marsha had carried her, but that she was “their baby” to both mommies.
 
   “Why did she leave us?” the little girl had asked more than once when she got older.
 
   “She didn’t want to leave us, baby.  She was protecting us.  She was a soldier in the army and she was coming home to us when the helicopter she was on disappeared,” she tried to explain.  She knew by repetition the little girl knew this, but understanding it was a completely different thing.  “She loved us both so much and she’d be here if she could.”
 
   “Do you think my other mommy likes mac and cheese?” she asked as they ate dinner together that evening.  Heather had gotten fancy and sliced hot dogs into the mix.
 
   “Oh, I’m sure she will,” Heather assured her, wondering what this little minx was thinking.  She wondered if Marsha would be as surprised at her daughter as the daughter would be at her mother.  
 
   As Heather lay in their bed, the other side cold for so many years now, she worried about what they hadn’t told her.  Where had Marsha been?  Five years was a long time.  She had never known Hayley as a little girl, only a baby.  She’d left when Hayley was four months old and had only seen her on Skype during those eighteen months she’d been abroad.  She was a little personality now, ready to take on the first grade next year after their summer break.  She would be finishing up her kindergarten year next month.  Heather had a hard time sleeping as she worried over how much she didn’t know.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHT
 
    
 
   The flight from Qatar to Germany was a long one.  The children woke up and were fed.  One by one Marsha took them to the lavatory to use the facilities and wash up.  She was grateful for Pete as she left the other child with him.  The man further back in the plane was looking at her as she came back each time.  Marsha leaned down and mentioned this to Pete and Johann so they would be aware, in case anything should come of it.  She was feeling very paranoid.
 
   The children were awed by their first movie.  It was a Disney film in English that was dubbed in French and had Arabic subtitles.  Marsha didn’t care as long as it kept them amused.  They didn’t need to know what it said—the vivid colors and the characters kept them enthralled.  She was so tired and she knew the flight to Germany was only the second stage.
 
   They ushered her off the plane first and got them in a golf cart to rush her to another flight.  Johann and Pete were on especially high alert, watching for the man from the plane.  Marsha was relieved to see English words and hear them spoken on the overhead announcements along with German and French.
 
   “We have an hour before our next flight,” Johann told her when they arrived at the other gate.  “How about we get a real meal, no plane food?”  His head inclined towards a McDonalds and glanced towards the two frightened children that were clinging to their mother.  People were glancing at their burqas and some were frowning.
 
   Marsha agreed and then watched with absolute joy as her children experienced their first hamburger and fries.  The shake made their eyes go round.  They’d experienced cold, even a bit of snow in their short lives, but nothing that drank cold, not like this.  The food, while foreign to their pallets, was absolutely delicious to them.  Marsha had to agree.  It had been so long since she had fast food that it felt odd on her tongue.  She was definitely not used to the grease anymore, and they used far too much salt!  Her tastes had definitely changed over the years…they were simpler.  She laughed as Bahir spit out the pickle, but when Amir started to play with the catsup, she put a stop to that.  It was very different from the sauces that the tribe made for their foods.
 
   “We need to use the restrooms before we get on another plane,” Marsha warned the two guards.  Both Pete and Johann nodded understandingly.
 
   Marsha was pleased to find a ‘family’ bathroom.  The two men stood guard outside as she took the children inside.  She quickly had them use the toilets.  The novelty of it and the loud flush it made was both frightening and still intriguing to both children.  Marsha sat down herself.  The tight space of the airplane lavatory had made it nearly impossible to use, especially with a burqa on.  She left off the black burqa when she came out of the restroom.  The rich gray of her costume bespoke class and wealth.  Both men realized instantly that it totally transformed her look.  The children also looked like classic little Afghan children in their beautiful native clothes.  Both men smiled appreciatively at the children.
 
   “Are you ready?” Pete asked and Marsha nodded.  She stuffed the black burqas in their only carry-on bag, not knowing if they might need them once again to become anonymous.  She wore the chador that matched her outfit, across the lower half of her face.  No strand of hair was visible, merely her eyes.  They walked towards the terminal for the next flight, this one to the United States and one step closer to home.
 
   While Marsha was in the bathroom with the kids, Pete commented to Johann, “She doesn’t talk much, does she?”  She’d been quiet on the flight into Germany too.
 
   “She’s been through a lot.  I bet they wanted her to keep quiet.”
 
   “They are going to thoroughly interrogate her when she gets home.  I would have thought they would do that here in Germany.”
 
   “They would have if she had come in on a military flight, but they want to keep her hidden.  She’s hidden in plain sight this way.”
 
   Pete agreed.  They were here not only to guard her, but also to escort her and her children.  It wasn’t any of their business what she had gone through or what the army decided to do with her.  She didn’t realize it, but she outranked both of the men.
 
   The glances that Marsha and the children got now weren’t as hostile.  The vivid colors of the children’s native clothing drew smiles.  The elegance and obvious expensive look of Marsha’s silk burqa, her eyes downcast, and her demure attitude, made people treat her with respect.  Perhaps it was the two men accompanying them, but they weren’t as noticeable as the children.
 
   “Passports and tickets please,” a rich German accent met them at the gate.  Marsha glanced at Pete who handed a small packet to the ticket taker.  Her eyes opened wide as she took in the two children, the covered woman, and the two men.  She stepped back for a moment, and after a heated discussion with her coworker, then a phone call, she handed back the packet.  “I will seat you first,” she said respectfully to Pete.  “Please sit until we announce the flight.”  She indicated the seats throughout the terminal.
 
   He nodded and shepherded Marsha and her children to seats where he sat on one side of them and Johann on the other.  Amir bobbed back up almost as soon as he sat down.  He was fed, he was clean, and he had an exuberance of energy to burn off.  Marsha let him for now, making sure he didn’t disturb any of the other passengers.  Her eyes looked about, scanning, watching for anyone she might recognize.  Leaning over to Pete, she asked in a low voice, “What was in that packet?”
 
   “Government documents identifying us as American soldiers.  It basically gives us VIP treatment since you and the children do not have official passports and Johann and I are undercover.  I listened to her conversation.”
 
   “You speak German?”
 
   He nodded before continuing, “So does Johann.  She was asking for directions and reading the documents to what I assume was her supervisor.  The supervisor had been alerted to watch for us and let us board first.  At least, that’s what I gleaned from her conversation.”  He smiled, showing even and white teeth.
 
   “What makes me so important?” she wondered, not realizing she said it aloud.
 
   “It’s what you know or might know that’s important,” he pointed out.
 
   She nodded.  She knew she was just a cog in the wheel.  She had been unable to give them much back in Kabul.  She knew they wouldn’t give her much leeway.  She just desperately wanted to get home, to feel safe.  She wanted to get far away from Zabi and his people…not all of them, just most of them.
 
   Marsha watched as the children ran around in the small area they had taken, away from others.  They were near enough to catch their flight and enclosed enough by the adult’s presence that the children could run off some of their exuberance.  They chased each other and Marsha shushed them when their noise got too loud.
 
   Finally, they called their flight.  When he saw the microphone being picked up, Pete had been on his feet urging Marsha and the children to follow along.  Scooping up Amir who was being a real wiggle-worm, he behaved like a typical father.
 
   “Moray?”
 
   Marsha looked down into the bright brown eyes of her daughter.  “Yes, my daughter?” she answered softly, demurely, as a good woman would.  It had been beaten into her to express these types of manners.  A good woman was modest, quiet, and subservient.  She hadn’t been able to throw off that cloak of behavior in any form, at least not yet.  She wondered if she ever would.  She glanced at her clothing and wondered if, perhaps, when she put the burqa aside, it would help her become the army lieutenant, now captain she mentally corrected herself, she had been.
 
   “Are we going on another…” she thought hard, trying to remember the word since she wasn’t familiar with it.  She ended up just pointing instead at the planes outside the terminal that were lined up on the tarmac.
 
   “Yes, my daughter.  That is a plane.  We are going on another one,” she explained.  She knew the children were tired of being cooped up in the little metal tubes, but there was no other way to get where she was going.  Their world had been turned upside down since the festival when she snatched them up.  She was sorry for that.  The terror was one they would have for a long time.  She herself felt the fear that at any moment Zabi and his men would snatch her back.  It would not go well for her if he found her.  She remembered the many beatings, rapes, and humiliation she had experienced at his hands.  He had seemed to enjoy it—dominating her, breaking this ‘American.’  She felt the fear of what he had caused within her and it began to turn to anger.  It had been many years since she allowed that anger.  He had thought he had beaten it out of her, but he was wrong.  She had, instead, buried it deep and it was now coming through the cracks; she could feel it bubbling up.  She used it to keep her from the fear, from worrying about those men finding her.
 
   Following behind Pete, keeping her head down, trying to appear less noticeable, she didn’t realize that just by her stance, her bearing, she was noticeable…almost regal.  The beautiful burqa lent an air of mystery to her and no one could tell she was pregnant.  The chador further enhanced the aura of mystery and her amazing, milk chocolate brown eyes, when seen, drew people to her.  She was absolutely unaware by her humble demeanor that she drew more attention that way than if she were wearing plain clothing.
 
   They were seated with three on a side by the window, three in the middle, and another three on the other side of the aisle.  Marsha periodically looked up at the passengers filing in, but kept her head down so they didn’t see her perusing them.  The two aisles kept her bobbing up and down and she didn’t realize that Amir was bouncing on his seat until he fell out of it.  His screams of outrage and pain could be heard all over the plane.  Marsha immediately became the concerned parent and picked him up, determining that he had a simple bump, but due to being overtired, despite sleeping so much, he was just cranky.  It took the entire boarding time to calm him down until he was hiccupping and falling into an exhausted sleep in her arms.  Pete looked on sympathetically.  The stewardess had tried to help, but Marsha waved her away.  The toddler was just overtired and upset.
 
   “Moray?” Bahir whispered worriedly.  All these changes were very upsetting to the little girl.  Her brother’s pain and crankiness was affecting her.  She was getting quieter since she couldn’t understand.  All she knew was that her second mother had taken her from everything she had ever known and put her in these different and often scary places.
 
   Marsha saw the worried look on her daughter’s face and nearly broke into tears herself.  She was tired and she wanted the trip to be over.  She couldn’t sleep soundly, worried that she would wake up and find the children gone even though she knew Pete and Johann wouldn’t let that happen.  Marsha felt responsible for her children.  The baby inside of her was kicking hard against her rib cage.  It must sense her upset.  Reaching out, she first rubbed her stomach to ease the distress she could feel with the baby’s heel under her skin against her rib, almost as though it were stuck there.  Then she reached over and rubbed Bahir’s shoulder, pulling her a little closer as she rubbed Amir’s back.  He was almost asleep when the stewardess returned.  She was obviously annoyed with the crabby toddler.
 
   “You will have to strap him in a seat,” she said snottily.  She was thinking to herself that these people didn’t even know enough to travel with children’s car seats.
 
   Marsha looked up and noticed out of the corner of her eye as Pete stiffened up.  He stood up immediately, the visage of an outraged husband.  
 
   “You will speak to my wife with respect,” he said angrily.  “Our child fell and was in need of comfort.”
 
   Marsha was amazed that the heavily-accented voice, which normally spoke such normal American English, sounded just like it was from the Middle East.
 
   “You, sir, will sit down or must I get the air marshal?” she blustered.
 
   “Of course, I sit.  You will not talk to my wife in such a manner,” he told her as he pretended to concede to her wishes.  He sat back down and made a great show of fastening his seatbelt.
 
   By the time this little incident had completed, Marsha had risen slightly and put Amir in the seat next to her, pushing Bahir to the seat against the window.
 
   “Moray,” the youngster protested, but Marsha put a finger against the girl’s lips with a slight smile.  She then buckled Amir in and leaned him against the blanket she had readied in anticipation of him sleeping.  He didn’t really want to sleep.  He was still crabby and ready to fight her on it, so instead she began to rub his back as she sat back down in her own seat.
 
   “You’ll have to buckle up,” the snotty stewardess said to her back.
 
   Marsha nodded, but concentrated on her toddler.  He was nearly asleep.
 
   “Miss,” the stewardess tried to get her attention again.
 
   “I heard you,” Marsha said over her shoulder in perfect English, startling the obviously prejudiced woman.  She had thought she would intimidate the Middle Eastern-clad woman, assuming she spoke no English.  “We have a couple of minutes and he’s almost asleep.  Or do you want him to scream his lungs off to the discomfort of the other passengers?” her tone matched the woman’s.
 
   The stewardess was startled, but knew she had the upper hand.  She decided to continue on with her seatbelt check, but when she returned, if the woman wasn’t in her seatbelt….
 
   “Is he okay?” Pete whispered from across the aisle, still with the phony accent in case anyone was listening.  
 
   Marsha smiled at the query.  Amir was nearly out, just fighting the last vestiges of sleep out of sheer orneriness.  She’d like to think this was because Zabi was his father, but she knew it was probably her own genes that made this endearing little boy so ornery.  He finally closed his eyes as he saw her smile down on him, his own mouth curled into a smile of its own before relaxing into a cherub’s kiss.  Marsha pulled her hand away slowly, cautiously, and saw that he was out.  She looked up at Bahir and smiled at the good little girl who had put on her own buckle, fascinated with the contraption, and who returned the smile and then looked out the window at the activity around the plane.  It was getting dark so the lights were captivating.
 
   Marsha sat back in her chair and fastened her seatbelt as she turned to answer Pete’s question.  “He’s just tired.  Aren’t we all?” 
 
   He nodded with a slight smile, leaning forward to check on Bahir.  He sat back in time for the stewardess to come forward, checking again for those she’d had to speak to including Marsha and her party.  Her lips pursed in disapproval as she saw that the woman and her children were all buckled in.  She thought to say something about having a baby seat for the toddler, but thought better of pushing it.  They’d already proven confrontational.  She didn’t need that headache on what would be a long flight.
 
   Once they were airborne and the seatbelt light was off, Marsha reclined her chair slightly and encouraged Bahir, her silent little girl, to come and sit with her in her arms.  They snuggled together, enjoying their time together and before either knew it, they had fallen asleep.  It was only as breakfast was being served that Marsha awoke with a jerk.  She was certain someone had bumped into her.  When she looked up and saw the cart and the stewardess, she was positive.  She glared her annoyance at the woman, the chador hiding the rest of her face, but her eyes quite expressive.  Her arm was asleep from where Bahir had lain on it, but using her good arm, she carefully lifted the young girl to place her back in her own seat.  She never woke as Marsha buckled her in.
 
   “Would you like anything?” the stewardess asked now that she saw the woman was awake.
 
   “Maybe later,” Marsha said quietly, staring the woman down.  She was feeling very uneasy, the baby making her nauseous.  She rethought and said, “Um, I’ve changed my mind.  May I have a little 7up please?”
 
   The woman, who had begun to move on sighed loudly and obliged.  She made sure plenty of ice was in the little cup before pouring 7up into it, which meant the passenger got very little of the beverage.  She handed it to the passenger, considering ‘accidentally’ spilling it on the woman and her expensive outfit, and then reconsidered.  Why antagonize her further?
 
   “Thank you,” Marsha said politely as she pulled down the chador to take a drink.  She knew if she were wearing the black chador or her black burqa, she might be expected to drink through the material.  To her that had been ridiculous and one of the many painful lessons she had learned from Zabi and Malekah.  “Could I have the whole can?” she asked to annoy the woman.  She could see that the request, while reasonable, annoyed the woman, but she complied, unwillingly, and then moved on.  Once she finished drinking the entire can, pouring it cautiously, time and time again onto the melting ice, Marsha wiped her mouth carefully and replaced the chador.  She could already feel the bubbles in her queasy stomach and she allowed herself to burp, breathing through each and every one of them so that they wouldn’t be audible to her companions.
 
   The rest of the flight proved uneventful.  They served lunch and both children were awake for that.  Pete or Johann had arranged for a children’s meal for each of the young passengers.  Marsha, seeing the cute little meals specially prepared for the children, was pleased.  Then she wondered what had happened to the children’s meal for breakfast.  She was certain the stewardess would never have mentioned it if Johann hadn’t inquired as they came around for lunch orders.
 
   Both children were doing very well despite the long hours.  After the meal, one by one, Marsha took them to the bathroom.  The tight fit, the newness of the experience of using a toilet again, all made it difficult to keep them clean and still, but Marsha managed.  Both children looked very presentable.  It was just before they were to land that Amir began to act up again, but who could expect a toddler not to run off his exuberance.  The change in cabin pressure seemed to upset his little ears, but a change in seat with Bahir meant he could kneel and look out the window, which distracted him until he had to sit down, buckle in, and prepare to land.  He didn’t like that, but Marsha was firm.
 
   As the plane landed at Chicago’s O’Hare airport, Marsha breathed a sigh of relief.  She didn’t know where they were going from here, but she was on American soil and for this she was eternally grateful.  She sent up a prayer of thanks to whomever was listening.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER NINE
 
    
 
   They took her quickly through customs.  The paperwork that the two men were carrying ensured that they did not need passports and Marsha idly wondered about that.  The one bag that she carried was all their worldly goods.  Both children were cranky and fretful and she’d had to quiet Amir several times—his temper could be quite fierce.
 
   The children, she knew, were worried that they would be getting on one of those metal tubes again, but she assured them they were not going to.  Since she wasn’t sure where she was going, she couldn’t tell them they were going home.  She followed her guards, knowing that finally she didn’t need them.  She felt happier as they made their way through the long hallways of O’Hare towards whatever destiny awaited her.
 
   Amir squirmed to be let down and walk by himself, but she held firmly to his hand.  His exuberance had him hopping and Bahir imitated him by skipping.  Marsha felt like her arms were being pulled up and down by the children.  Exhausted, but knowing they needed to work off their energy and not willing to let them go, she hung on and put up with the skipping and hopping.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   They were standing with the major who had accompanied them from the van that had driven them to the base.  Heather was wearing a nice slacks suit and had dressed Hayley in a dress she saved for special events.  She looked cute with the blue ribbon across her waist and she was swinging the skirt back and forth because it ballooned out when she did that.
 
   “Hayley,” Heather warned her for the umpteenth time and she stopped for a few minutes, before she would forget and begin again.
 
   Heather was nervous too.  The major had been most courteous, but he hadn’t known much more than she had been told.  He had arranged for them to go past security to meet Marsha.  Normally they would have to wait outside, but he had gotten an exemption to this rule.
 
   They waited patiently as they watched various people come and go, and still no Marsha.  The plastic vinyl of the chairs was harsh and felt a bit sticky so they went from sitting to standing as they waited.  There seemed to be a lot of activity, many people coming and going from the walkway just in front of where they were standing.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Watching the people file out of the walkway, Heather was anxious.  Would she recognize Marsha?  Of course she would!  She would recognize that woman anywhere!  Had she changed?  After five years of who knew what, of course she would change.  She was anxious.  Her heart beating double time as she examined each and every woman who came down the walkway.
 
   Finally, she noticed a woman with her head bowed.  She was holding the hands of two children, one a toddler who was skipping, the other a little girl who was hopping.  As they came through the doors, the two children stopped their hijinks and looked up and around in awe at this new destination.  One of them asked the woman something and the woman leaned down to answer, slowing those behind her who now had to go around her.  Heather glanced beyond her to see if she could see Marsha coming down the hallway, but the woman, having stopped, was creating a holdup as people had to maneuver around her and her children.  Heather looked anxiously beyond the little group.  As the woman stood up again, Heather gasped, recognizing those eyes.  It was then she began to assess the woman, dressed in a gray…what was it called?  A wrap?  It covered her from head to toe and had lovely little black scrolls and things throughout the design.  A scarf, or something that matched the outfit, was across her face.
 
   When the woman saw Heather, she let go of the little girl’s hand to reach up and release the chador from across her face.  It was then that Heather saw Marsha fully.  She gasped again.  She looked so much…older.  Only her face was visible.  Her eyes were full of almost an agony that Heather could not really fathom.  Marsha pushed back the covering on her head and her black hair was visible.
 
   Others stopped to watch as they saw something dramatic seemed to be going on.  They saw the two women staring at each other.  They exchanged looks.  She’d known that someone would meet them and saw a major standing by discreetly.  He acknowledged the nod she sent him with a nod of his own.
 
   Marsha took in Heather’s lovely face, the one she had dreamed of so often as she lay on her mat in the cave or in the tent.  She looked over every line she could see, noting how much deeper the worry lines were from what she could remember.
 
   Heather couldn’t believe that Marsha was standing before her.  She knew that people had to go around the woman, but she didn’t really see them.  All her focus was now on the woman she had finally resigned herself to accepting might be dead.
 
   “Marsha?”  Heather was the first to speak.
 
   The black-haired woman nodded, almost hesitantly.  Of all the voices she had longed to hear over the years…this one was the most endearing. 
 
   Neither one moved.  Neither one knew what to do.
 
   “Moray?” Amir said plaintively, and as Marsha automatically looked down, he held up his arms to be picked up.  This drew attention from Marsha to the children next to her and Heather’s eyes opened wide.
 
   Heather had never expected…children.  She looked at the two children, realizing they had to be Marsha’s.  They looked too much like her not to be.  She glanced down at Hayley and saw her staring at the funnily-dressed woman and the children with her.
 
   With Amir in her arms, she took Bahir’s hand again and led her forward.  Not looking at Heather, she took a deep breath and in English said, “Bahir, Amir, I would like you to meet my wife.  This is Heather.”  She glanced up at Heather to see her reaction, wondering if she was still her wife.  Still, she had been getting her paychecks they had said.  She quickly looked back down to Bahir.  The child looked puzzled as she stared at the other woman and the child with her.  
 
   The two girls stared at each other, assessing the possibility of friendship between them.
 
   Heather looked at Marsha.  Her eyes took it all in, but her mind took a moment to really understand the implications.  The introduction took her breath away for a second before, taking a deep breath, she put on a fake smile for the children.  The little girl was already ignoring her and staring intently at Hayley.  The other child in Marsha’s arms was precious.  For a moment, Heather felt a twinge of jealousy.  These weren’t their children.  These weren’t the children they had planned together.  Hayley was their child.  It was Hayley they should be focusing on.  She immediately felt ashamed at the thought.  It wasn’t Marsha’s fault, whatever she had gone through.  Heather hadn’t heard her side of the story.
 
   “Hello, Amir,” she didn’t know which child was which, the names didn’t seem gender specific.  “Hello, Bahir.”  Her glance took in both children, but she was really looking at Marsha, taking her in, wondering what had happened to her.
 
   “And this is Hayley,” Marsha introduced her children, her hand tugging slightly to bring Bahir forward to meet her older sister.  The two siblings were still staring intently at each other.
 
   Hayley looked up at her name.  She saw the woman from her photographs, although she looked…different.  The child didn’t realize that the woman in the photograph wouldn’t look the same.  She was older now, had been through too much to remain that same young and carefree woman.  Her clothing alone changed a lot of how she looked.  Shyly, the little girl stepped back and hid behind her mother’s leg.
 
   “Hayley, don’t you want to greet your mom?” Heather protested.
 
   “No…don’t make her,” Marsha excused her.  “Don’t force it.”
 
   The two adults looked hard into each other’s eyes as they came to some agreement without verbalizing it.
 
   “Captain?” a new voice was heard.
 
   Marsha looked over and recognized the major insignia on the uniform.  Briefly, she wondered if she would have ever achieved that rank.  She nodded, unable to salute and not in uniform so she didn’t need to.  “Major.”  The name on his tag read Osborn.
 
   “I’m here to take you and your family home,” he offered generously.  He glanced at her audience again.  “We have a van.”
 
   “Thank you, Major.  That’s most kind.”
 
   “We can talk…tomorrow,” he told her, seeing it would relieve her overtired mind.  It had been quite a trip, he knew.  Judging by the file folder he already had on her, they had a lot of talking to do.
 
   “Thank you,” she said politely.
 
   They all turned to walk away from the building.  Marsha was carrying Amir, her hand in Bahir’s.  Bahir walked beside Hayley who had come out from behind her mother and Heather was on the other side of Hayley, holding her hand and looking at Marsha as they walked.  The major followed behind them, wondering how weird the conversation was going to be in that household this evening.  He could tell by the shock on Heather’s face that she hadn’t known about the children.  He could have told her, but felt it wasn’t his place.  After all, she was a civilian.  Johann and Pete walked behind the family after quietly introducing themselves to the major.  They walked on either side, looking and evaluating any potential threat.  Just because they were on American soil, this was not the time to relax; their duties weren’t complete yet.
 
   They arrived outside and were escorted through a special gate to arrive back at the parked and waiting van.  A uniformed guard was at the wheel and it scared the children.  Amir had had enough.  He was tired, cranky, and unable to run it off.  He started crying and screaming.
 
   “Is the child ill?” one of the uniformed men that Marsha assumed were guards, asked into the darkness as she comforted the little boy.
 
   “No,” she answered quietly.  Amir’s cries were annoying, but he was doing well despite the extended travel.
 
   “Then why is he crying?” she was asked stupidly.
 
   “Oh, I don’t know.  Maybe because he’s been traveling for two days on planes, which he’d never seen before, and he’s only two years old?” she answered sarcastically.  She heard Johann stifle a laugh.  She heard Pete say something, but couldn’t hear what it was over the toddler’s cries.  She wasn’t asked any more stupid questions.
 
   Heather now understood why the major and his driver had brought a van.  All those children and adults had needed the space.  Marsha carefully strapped in the children once she had quieted Amir, glancing as Heather made sure Hayley was buckled in.  She was curious about this first child of hers.  She knew nothing about more than five years of her life.  Her look was intercepted by Heather and they exchanged glances until both got busy again with the children.  
 
   “We should have brought car seats,” the major apologized, and then wondered if there would have been any available on the base.
 
   “We’ll make do,” Marsha assured him as she sat down next to her two youngest children.  She had made do on the airplanes too.
 
   “Moray, where are we going?” Bahir asked in the local Tajik dialect she had been raised on.
 
   “In English, Bahir,” Marsha corrected her.  
 
   Heather, listening, realized that the little girl must be the one named Bahir.  She wondered how old the child was.  It was obvious she was younger than Hayley.  The little boy was looking around, interested, but still sniffling from crying so hard.  He looked to be quite a handful.  Heather had secretly wanted a boy when Marsha was pregnant with Hayley.  She glanced at their daughter as she buckled herself in and knew she couldn’t imagine life without her. 
 
   “Where are we going?” the child asked in such a forlorn, little girl’s voice that Heather’s heart went out to her.
 
   “We are going home,” Marsha told her, glancing at Heather briefly and then back at the little girl.
 
   “Back to Padar?” 
 
   “No, baby, not to…Padar,” she hesitated, glancing again at Heather.  “We have a new home.”
 
   “Who is that?” the little girl asked, pointing at the major who had gotten into the front seat next to the driver.  Pete and Johann got in the very back of the van and closed the sliding door behind them.
 
   “That’s the major.  He came to pick us up.”
 
   “Who dat?” Amir spoke up, not to be left out.  He pointed at Hayley as he twisted around in his seat.
 
   Marsha and Heather exchanged another glance.
 
   “That’s my other daughter, Hayley.  She’s your sister,” Marsha answered without hesitation.  Her eyes almost challenged Heather to contradict her.
 
   “Sister?” the older girl asked, hearing the picture woman quite clearly.
 
   “Remember, Hayley?” Heather encouraged, not wanting an awkward scene to be created.  “This is your mom and this is your sister and brother.”
 
   Marsha locked eyes with Heather and her eyes warmed at the words she spoke, thanking her for that.
 
   That seemed to settle it for now for the young children and it wasn’t mentioned again.  The younger children had a lot of questions as they drove along.  Now that they were out of the airplane, it was like they could talk.  Marsha knew part of it was that there was another child around, which made them feel a little more comfortable.  She spent a lot of time explaining what things were as they drove along.
 
   “Why don’t they know what that is?” Hayley asked Heather, trying to keep her voice at a whisper and failing.
 
   “They’ve lived in a country that might not have it,” Heather guessed accurately.
 
   Marsha twisted in her seat a bit to look at Heather and the baby kicked, protesting at the awkward position.  She smiled as she took in her wife and daughter.  “Yes, they have never seen these things,” she explained to the little girl.  Hayley put her head against Heather shyly, but looked back up in time to see Marsha turn back.
 
   “Why don’t you look like your picture?” she asked innocently to the woman’s back and Marsha twisted around again.
 
   “I’m older.  It has been five years,” she tried to explain.  She looked Hayley right in the eye and realized how unfair things had been.  Her child was over six years old, probably in school, and didn’t know her except for what other people had told her.  She glanced again at Heather and sighed, then turned back to the front so the baby inside her would stop protesting at being twisted.  The rest of the drive was rather quiet except for the two little ones asking what things were and Marsha answering.
 
   They arrived at the house and Marsha looked at it.  It looked like every other house on the block, but she knew it was theirs.  She wondered how Heather had coped on her own.  She supposed she would find out soon enough.
 
   “Captain, I expect you in my office tomorrow for a further briefing,” the major said to her formally as they got out of the van.
 
   “I’ll need some clothes,” she informed him as she gestured, almost self-consciously, to the burqa.  
 
   “Of course.  I’ll have uniforms issued immediately,” he informed her.
 
   Marsha glanced at Heather, who was looking at her curiously.  As they went to walk up the sidewalk to the house she asked, “You don’t have any clothes?”
 
   “Well,” she said with a smile, “we had to leave rather abruptly.”  
 
   Heather nodded as she took out her keys and unlocked the door.
 
   “Moray, what is this place?” Bahir asked, looking about curiously.  She had never seen buildings quite like this.  When they had gone through Kabul, the architecture was quite different.  She had seen more wonders in the past few days than anything in her short life.
 
   “In English, Bahir,” she corrected her automatically.  “This is our home,” she explained gently.
 
   As they went in, Heather said hesitantly, “I wasn’t expecting…” she gestured awkwardly to the two children.
 
   Marsha smiled.  “I know.  It’s going to take some adjustments, isn’t it?”
 
   Heather chuckled.  “That’s an understatement.  We need to find some clothes for all of you….”
 
   “Is anything of mine still left?”
 
   “I put it all in boxes up in the garage.”
 
   
 
  

“Not in the basement?”
 
   “No, I didn’t want it to get all musty.”
 
   “Why didn’t you donate it?”
 
   “You weren’t dead.  I didn’t want to part with…” she confessed and then looked away, embarrassed.
 
   Marsha put her hand on Heather’s arm, the first touch since they had seen each other.  “It’s going to take time.”
 
   Heather looked at the hand and then followed it up the fine material covering her wife’s arm to look into Marsha’s eyes.  “I’m sorry,” she said sadly as she took Marsha in her arms.
 
   Marsha sobbed a little as she felt enveloped by her wife’s hug.  The feel of someone holding her that loved her, beyond her children, was something she had longed for, for so long.  She could feel what she had been holding in for so long, slipping ever so slightly.  She closed her eyes as she smelled the smell that was uniquely Heather.  Her nose nuzzling into her neck, clutching hard for something they had lost.  “I’ve missed you,” she confessed, mumbling into her neck.
 
   “Probably as much as I missed you,” Heather rejoined as she pulled back to look at her again.
 
   “I was coming home.  I was coming home to you both when.…” 
 
   “I know.  When they told me that your helicopter went down, we all thought the worst.  When they couldn’t find it….”  She was hinting at Marsha telling her more, but she saw the shadow that came over her wife’s face.  “That can wait.”
 
   The children were looking at each other uneasily.  The two from overseas in an unfamiliar home, and Hayley, wondering what place she now had in this family.  She hadn’t realized that by bringing her other mother home she would get a brother and a sister.  She wasn’t certain if she liked that.
 
   “Well, what should we do first?” Marsha asked to distract them all as she stepped back out of Heather’s arms.  She longed to hug Hayley, but knew that between her strange garb, the situation, and the fact that before today the little girl didn’t really know her, it would be pushing it.  She decided to be cheerful and let the little girl come to her.  She hoped she would…eventually.
 
   “Let’s get those boxes down out of the rafters in the garage and see if there is anything to salvage,” Heather announced.
 
   “I’ll help,” Hayley volunteered.
 
   They went out through the kitchen into the garage.
 
   “Still have this, eh?” Marsha looked at the old car.
 
   “I couldn’t afford another,” she confessed.  It said a lot more about their situation than she intended.  She untied a rope from the wall where it was pegged and lowered the platform that was on pulleys.  It contained several boxes that were marked ‘Marsha’s clothes.’  “I’m sure you’ll find something in there to wear.  We can go through some of Hayley’s things for Bahir.  I don’t know about…” she indicated Amir.  Both children were looking about the garage in wonder.  So many things were different.  They were quite overwhelmed.  The past few days had brought about so much change.
 
   “I’m sure we’ll find something,” Marsha agreed and took what looked like a light box from the top.  Her back told her different as she began to carry it in the house.
 
   “Here, you guys.  Everyone take one,” Heather said as she handed out what were lighter boxes to each of the kids.  Even Amir was able to take one, although she wasn’t certain he knew what he was doing.  She wondered how young he really was.  The box was small, however, and he followed the older girls.  She frowned as she picked up a heavier box of Marsha’s things and wondered at how she had seen Marsha carry the first one.  Marsha, so proud of being able to bench press a lot of weight for a woman, so thrilled with her ripped body, must have lost a lot of muscle tone to have a box like that make her twinge.
 
   Marsha made her way into the living room.  She’d wondered about carrying the box into the bedroom, but hadn’t been sure.  She saw no sign that anyone else was living in the house with Heather, but she didn’t want to assume.  It would only be natural if, after all this time, Heather had moved on.  She looked up as each of the children, Amir included, brought in boxes.  “Thank you,” she said politely as Hayley plopped her box down on top of the one Marsha had brought in.
 
   “There’s more, but we can start with this,” Heather said as she brought in her box.  “Why didn’t you put it in the bedroom?” she asked, frowning at the boxes in the living room.
 
   “I didn’t want to assume.  I didn’t know what to expect,” Marsha answered, almost stammering in her awkwardness.
 
   This was not the confident army woman that Heather remembered.  It surprised her as Marsha blushed.  She realized it was awkward for all of them.
 
   “Hayley, why don’t you show your…brother and sister the playset in the back yard?” she told the little girl.
 
   “Okay, Mommy,” the girl said brightly.  She liked the idea of being useful and she grabbed Bahir’s hand to lead her out, but the little girl stopped dead in her tracks.
 
   “Moray?” she questioned, looking up, unsure.
 
   “It’s okay, Bahir.  You and Amir are safe with your sister in the backyard,” Marsha assured them.  She watched happily as the three children went off through the kitchen to the back door.  
 
   “Are they going to be okay?” Heather worried.
 
   “This is all so new to them.  They played with children their own age all the time…most were related somehow.  They had fields and streams to play in, but nothing like that playset,” she had gotten up to look outside at the children.  She worried constantly about them.  “When did you get that?” she asked, her head tilting to indicate the playset.  She was watching as Hayley enticed Bahir up the slide.  The children almost instinctively knew what that was for.
 
   “Your parents gave it to her one year.”  She didn’t mention what gifts like that had almost cost her.
 
   “Do they know?” she turned to look at Heather, wondering.
 
   “No one knows.  I only found out yesterday.”
 
   “Has it been hard?”  Her voice implied more than she was asking.
 
   Heather nodded as she drew her lips into a hard line.  “It hasn’t been easy on what the government let me have.”
 
   “They didn’t give you my pay?” she was surprised.  She had assumed….
 
   “I had to fight for what little I could get.  I can barely afford…” she began bitterly and then stopped herself.  It wasn’t Marsha’s fault the military had tried to screw her family over.  After what Marsha was sure to have gone through—evidenced by the two children playing outside—what right did she have to complain?  She, at least, had been safe here with Hayley.
 
   “Well, we will see about that…” Marsha said hotly, sounding like the army gal of old.
 
   Heather was pleased to see the spark of anger in her wife’s eyes.  They had seemed so lifeless, with only anguish visible since she had seen her in the airport.  She grinned.  “Let’s get you changed,” she indicated the living room where the boxes were.
 
   “You hadn’t moved on?”  Marsha was curious.
 
   Heather picked up the box she had brought in, the heaviest of the few.  “Well, I have gone on a few first dates.  It felt awkward and awful all at the same time.  I just didn’t feel up to it for so long.  Getting out there and dating…sucks,” she finished as she led Marsha to what had been their bedroom.
 
   The room was sparse and without Marsha’s things in it, bare.  Heather hadn’t replaced anything and her own things were almost hidden in the room.  She put the box on the bed and opened the top.  “Looks like jeans and t-shirts in this one.”
 
   “Feels like rocks and irons in this one,” Marsha complained good-naturedly about the box she was bringing in.  She was surprised at how the bedroom looked.  She glanced at the queen-size bed next to Heather.
 
   “We’ll have to get you to the gym and bench pressing again,” Heather teased.  The Marsha she had known would never have complained about the weight of a box.
 
   “Well, that will have to wait.”
 
   “Yeah, they probably want to interrogate you first.  Didn’t they do that over in…?”
 
   “A little, but I was so tired.  Still in shock that I had managed to get away.”
 
   Heather sat on the bed with a little plop.  “Why did it take so long to get away?”  Her glance went towards the kitchen and beyond where the children were playing.
 
   “They watched me.  All the time, they watched me.  I could have left alone, many times.”
 
   Heather understood.  At least she thought she understood.  Marsha couldn’t leave without her children.
 
   “Let me get the others while you change,” she offered as she got up again and went to get the boxes the children had brought in the house.  Because they were smaller, she stacked them up in her arms and brought them back to the bedroom.  She dropped them at her feet just inside the bedroom door upon her return.  The resounding crash had Marsha spinning from where she was pulling off her burqa.
 
   “Oh, my God!” Heather exclaimed, seeing Marsha’s body for the first time emerging from under the all-enveloping burqa.  “You’re pregnant!” she gasped the obvious.
 
   “Yes, I am,” Marsha admitted, her hand automatically going to the stomach she had exposed.  She stood there proudly in her practical panties and bra.  Nothing sexy had been offered or given to her, just the bare minimum.  She reached for the shirt she had been changing into—an overly-large t-shirt she liked.  It barely fit over the enlarged stomach and it felt funny after all these years of wearing loose, free-flowing outfits.
 
   “How far along are you?” Heather tried to recover.  She was shocked by the two children playing in her back yard right now, but this….
 
   “I don’t know,” she admitted ruefully.  She reached for a pair of shorts, certain that any jeans in the boxes wouldn’t fit.  Then she reconsidered as she looked down at her unshaven legs.  The dark hairs were gross against her white skin.  It hadn’t bothered her when she had been allowed to bathe back in the hills, but now, here in the United States, it grossed her out.
 
   “How can you not know?”
 
   “It’s not like they have a prenatal plan there,” she sounded bitter.
 
   “I’m sorry.  I guess I’m going to say inappropriate things for a while.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  It’s not your fault.  It’s just…I guess…I’m tired.  I also don’t know about things….”  She looked for and found sweat pants.  She tugged them on.  At least they had a drawstring so she could leave the opening wide for her belly.
 
   “What things?”  Heather thought she knew, but she wanted Marsha to spell it out. 
 
   “I didn’t know about you,” she confessed.  “About us.”  She looked up and the pain in her eyes was real.  “I didn’t know if you had moved on.  I didn’t know….”
 
   “Shhhh,” Heather said, taking her in her arms again.  She felt stupid for not feeling the baby bump before under the caftan thingy.  How could she not have known?  Marsha was huge!  The t-shirt and sweats emphasized it.  “We just have to take it slow and see where it goes.  I’m here.  I’m so grateful you’re alive….”
 
   “Our daughter doesn’t even know me!” she replied bitterly, the tears starting.  “Damn hormones,” she griped, needing a tissue as her nose started to run too.
 
   Heather let her go long enough to reach over to the nightstand and hand her the box.  “It’s just going to take time.”
 
   “Well, you never expected the others.”  She wiped her nose after blowing it once, hard.  Using the clean edge of the tissue, she wiped at the tears, then she balled it up and threw it in the waste basket next to the nightstand.
 
   “I’ll admit the two…” her hand tentatively reached out to Marsha’s belly, “three, are a surprise, but we always wanted a big family.”  She smiled, bobbing her head to get Marsha to look at her.
 
   Marsha looked up.  She could always count on Heather to see the bright side of things.  “This is so much to ask of you.”
 
   “Let’s just see how it works out.  One step at a time, one day at a time.  Hell, you haven’t even been home an hour!”
 
   “I don’t know how much I can share with you,” she confessed.
 
   “I know some of it must be classified–”
 
   “No,” she interrupted.  “Not that, of course.  I mean about this and them…” her hand took in her belly and a jerk of her head took in the children they could hear out back.  “We better check on them.  They aren’t used to….”
 
   “They’re fine, and Hayley is going to enjoy being the big sister.  What did you mean?”
 
   She looked back and forth between Heather’s eyes.  “I don’t know how much I can tell you.”
 
   “Well, you were never one for many words.  You just got here, so let’s take it slow.  Right now, how about we make some mac and cheese and see how the kids like it?  It’s one of Hayley’s favorites.”  It was also one of the cheapest meals she could afford.
 
   The two of them left the boxes in the bedroom, some still unopened, as they walked into the kitchen together.  Marsha, unfamiliar with where things were, watched the children out the back door.  Amir and Bahir had adjusted and were running with Hayley as though they played together every day.  Looking at her oldest daughter, she smiled wistfully.
 
   Heather caught her look and glanced outside.  The children were playing together easily, as children did.  Only the adults saw problems where none existed.
 
   The children all loved mac and cheese.  Marsha had no worries about either of them using a spoon since they were familiar with those.  She saw them watching Hayley, looking up to their newfound friend and sister.  They had been shocked to see their mother in pants, even sweat pants and a t-shirt, the attire absolutely unfamiliar to them both.  Hayley, older than the others, realized what the bump on her other mom’s stomach meant.
 
   “You’re having a baby?” she asked, surprised.  As if having a new brother and sister wasn’t a surprise.
 
   “We’re having a baby,” Heather corrected immediately, prepared for the question.
 
   Marsha looked at Heather with a grateful smile.  “Yes, Hayley, we are going to have another baby soon.”
 
   “How soon?”
 
   “I don’t know.  We’ll have to find that out.”
 
   “Is it a boy or a girl?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Which would you like to have?”
 
   The little girl thought about it as her sister looked on.  This was a strange conversation to be having, and while her English wasn’t perfect, she was following it.  She couldn’t recall her gradam—her other mother, Papa’s first wife—ever talking like this.  She was fascinated.  “I think I would like another sister, but that wouldn’t be fair to Amir.”
 
   “Why wouldn’t it be fair to Amir?” she asked, but she smiled, thinking she knew the answer.  The little girl was trying to be fair.
 
   “Well, we have two moms,” she began and the adults nodded, encouraging her.  “He’s the only boy.  He should have another boy to even things out.”
 
   “That sounds about right,” Heather agreed with a smile, “but, you know, it just might be a girl again.”
 
   “Nope, it should be a boy,” the little girl asserted stoutly. 
 
   “Well, we will go to the doctor’s in the next few days and make sure Mom is okay,” Heather told her.  “We also have to get her some clothes!  She can’t wear that all the time.”
 
   Marsha looked down at the stretched and taut t-shirt and sweats.  “What’s wrong with this?  Isn’t this what all the fashionable captains are wearing this time of year?”
 
   “I’m sure the army will have something to say about that.”
 
   “I’m sure they will have a lot to say about many things,” she agreed as she sobered at the thought.  She wasn’t looking forward to the interrogations she would be going through.  They had been hard on her in Kabul and she could only imagine what they would put her through here.  Remembering the beatings she had taken back in the hills for speaking her mind or talking too much, she wasn’t inclined to share.
 
   “What were you thinking just now?” Heather asked.
 
   Marsha shook her head, unable or unwilling to share.  Just then the doorbell rang and she jumped at the sound.  The raucous noise was something she wasn’t used to.
 
   “Easy there, it’s just the doorbell,” Heather tried to make it amusing as she got up to answer.  “You stay there and finish your dinner,” she told Hayley, who tried to get up to see who was at the door.  “You too,” she joked to Marsha.  She could see the noise had unsettled her, or perhaps her thoughts had.
 
   Marsha was surprised at how the doorbell had alarmed her.  The sound had set her pulses racing.  She could feel the anxiety that immediately started.  She was sweating, so she took a sip of the water from her glass.  She could hear Heather clearly in the small house.
 
   “Yes?” Heather answered the door.
 
   “I have a package for Captain Gagliano?” the crack in the visitor’s voice indicating he was either very young or had a speech impediment.
 
   Marsha heard and pulled herself up.  “Stay here,” she looked pointedly at Amir and Bahir.  She waddled her way into the living room, feeling every bit of the journey it had taken to get home the past few days.
 
   Heather heard Marsha get up from the kitchen table so she told the private at their door, “One moment.”  She turned as Marsha came around the corner of the kitchen so she missed the widening of the private’s eyes, but Marsha didn’t.
 
   “What do you have for me, Private?” she asked him as she waddled up.
 
   “You are Captain Gagliano?” he asked, unsure.
 
   “Yes, I am,” she assured him, feeling very ungainly.  
 
   He quickly saluted, nearly dropping his package.  “I have some clothes for you, ma’am,” he sounded official and then dubious.
 
   “Is there a problem, Private?” she asked, resuming the sound of command she had been used to so long ago as a lieutenant.
 
   “Ma’am, yes, ma’am.  The clothes were issued based on your previous size,” he answered with an almost audible gulp, realizing he was being forward and possibly insubordinate.
 
   Marsha nearly laughed.  Instead, she fixed her face so as not to betray anything as she ordered, “Then I suggest that accommodations be made to alleviate this problem, don’t you think, Private?”
 
   “Ma’am, yes, ma’am,” he said, saluting again.  “I’ll leave your insignia and be back with the proper clothing.”
 
   “That would be fine,” she told him.
 
   He quickly rummaged in the parcel and handed her a small box.  Saluting once more, he turned and marched quickly away.  Heather closed the door, amused.  “You missed doing that, didn’t you?” she teased.
 
   “Doing what?” Marsha asked, trying to sound innocent as she opened the box to reveal her captain’s bars.
 
   “My, don’t those look pretty,” Heather said, rubbing Marsha’s arm.
 
   “Yeah,” she answered almost reverently.  “And about time, eh?”  She looked at Heather.  They had both wanted this way back when, or at least she had told herself they both wanted it.  She knew she wanted it.  Heather had wanted her home.
 
   “Let’s finish dinner,” Heather suggested.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Bedtime was awkward as the children needed baths.  Heather solved the problem by letting the children bathe together.  Already fast friends, they played and made such a mess that they were reluctant to get out.  Heather could see they were all tired out by the full day.  She found that old t-shirts of Marsha’s fit like dresses on the children and included Hayley in the odd outfits.
 
   “How are we going to arrange the sleeping?” Marsha asked as she finished up washing the dishes.  She felt it was only fair since her wife had cooked.
 
   Heather at first misunderstood, thinking that Marsha was talking about them.  Then, realizing she meant the children, she answered, “Let them all sleep in Hayley’s room tonight.  We will have to see about getting more beds.”
 
   Marsha realized her mistake as soon as the words were out of her mouth and she saw Heather’s reaction.  She nodded.  “That sounds like a good idea.”  She decided to ignore the awkward tension she felt building between her and her wife.
 
   The children were soon in Hayley’s room with extra blankets and Heather even managed to make a tent fort with Marsha’s assistance so that as the children camped out on the floor together, they could sleep.  She read them a story with Marsha looking on.
 
   This was some of what she had dreamed to come home to so long ago.  She hadn’t wanted to take that extra tour, but with Captain’s pay she could retire with the benefits they would need to raise their daughter and she could get a job.  She hadn’t planned for any of this to happen.  She had been on her way home to them.  She looked at the other two children and her hand cupped her big belly.  She didn’t regret them.  She just hadn’t planned on them.
 
   Just as the children were falling to sleep, the doorbell rang again.  Heather looked up sharply to see Marsha flinch and then clutch at her chest.  “Are you okay?”
 
   Marsha nodded as she turned from where she had been leaning in the doorway, admiring what was so obviously a little girl’s room devoted to their daughter.  The pink ponies on the wall made her wonder what cartoons and shows children watched nowadays.  The heart pounding hit her again and she clutched at her chest as she turned to head for the front door.
 
   “Who’s here, Mommy?” Hayley asked, sleepily.  She was enjoying the story and had just dozed off.
 
   “Shhhh, or do you want me to stop reading?” 
 
   “No, more,” she protested.
 
   “More,” Amir parroted, showing he wasn’t quite as asleep as Bahir, who didn’t answer.
 
   “Yes?” Marsha said as she opened the door.  She saw it was the private back again.
 
   “Ma’am, I have your clothing,” he said respectfully as he attempted to salute her.
 
   “Thank you,” she said sincerely.  “You think you have the right sizes now?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” he assured her.
 
   “How do you know?”  She was curious.
 
   “My sister was pregnant and I guessed,” he blushingly told her as he held out the stack of neatly folded clothes.
 
   “Let’s see what you have here,” she ignored his blush and the comment about his sister as she unfolded the uniform.  The shirt was enormous and she knew it had to be in a men’s size.  It would probably cover her quite well, like a tent.  “What else you got?” she asked, looking at the pants.  They too were enormous, but she was certain with a pin or two she could make them fit.  “Thank you, Private.  These will do nicely.”
 
   “I’m to escort you tomorrow, ma’am,” he informed her, again blushing.
 
   “Escort me?” she asked, concerned.
 
   “To Major Osborn’s office,” he stated, his eyebrows beetling as though she should know.
 
   “Oh, yes,” she answered.  “What time?”
 
   “Ten okay with you, ma’am?”
 
   “Ten is fine,” she answered.  “Good night, Private,” she told him as she closed the door, taking the clothes with her to the bedroom.
 
   Heather found her holding the oversized clothing up to her body.  “What is that?” she asked, trying not to laugh.
 
   “Apparently, this is what I’m wearing tomorrow,” she answered dryly.  She could see the humor in it, but she wasn’t feeling very humorous at the moment.  She was tired, very tired, and wanted a bath desperately.  A shower would have to do, but she wanted to soak in a hot tub.  She knew that was bad for a pregnant woman, but she craved that to-the-bone heat.  Sighing, she hung up the slacks and shirt.
 
   “Do you want me to iron those?”
 
   “Oh, would you?” she answered gratefully.
 
   “Sure,” she reached to pull them off the hanger Marsha had just put them on.
 
   “You don’t have to do it tonight,” she protested.
 
   Heather shrugged as she continued carrying the clothes out of the bedroom, taking them to the kitchen.  Marsha shrugged and went into the bathroom to shower.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TEN
 
    
 
   “Moray is only going away for a little while.  Mommy will be here to watch you,” Marsha explained for the third time.  Leaving the little ones was going to be hard and they were frightened since they didn’t even have Hayley, who’d gone back to school today.
 
   “Don’t go,” Bahir whined in Tajik.
 
   “Baby,” she used the same language, “Moray has to go, it’s her duty.  You wouldn’t want me to get into trouble, would you?”
 
   The little girl understood that.  She glanced at Heather who was watching them.  She wasn’t sure she liked this other woman that her moray was calling Mommy.
 
   “Come on, Bahir.  It will be fun,” Heather promised.  She already had Amir in her arms.  He’d said goodbye without a peep, but she could tell he too would be crying if Bahir kept this up.  She’d watched how effortlessly Marsha spoke in the foreign tongue to the little girl and wondered what they had said.
 
   Marsha finally just had to hand Bahir off to Heather.  Her expression was apologetic, but she had to get out.  The private was waiting with a staff car to drive her to the major.  She heard Bahir crying in the house as she shut the door behind her.  She was sure this was going to be a long day.
 
   The private was impressed with how smart she looked in the oversized clothes.  He didn’t know it, but Heather had pinned and pulled and made it look fitted to Marsha’s overbloated body.  Her cap was set at the proper angle and her captain’s bars gleamed.  Heather had even found her some dress shoes that she shined up.  Her ribbons and accommodations were pinned neatly over her chest, confiscated from some of her other dress uniforms that she had left at home.  She was ready for this.  
 
   Marsha wondered what they would ask.  She knew they would want her to recount everything that had happened to her, but it would be hard.  She wasn’t used to talking openly anymore…that had been beaten out of her a long time ago.  She was used to standing and waiting to be seen.  She was used to being quiet.  She didn’t know if she wanted to tell them, but she knew she had no choice.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Heather watched as Marsha drove away, escorted by the private who had brought her the clothing yesterday.  She looked fine in her dress blues.  She didn’t have all her ribbons on her chest, just the few they had taken from other clothes.  They’d have to replace those, but the captain’s bars looked fine.  The oversized shirt and pants hid nothing, but they made her look a lot more comfortable as she waddled off.  How Marsha had hidden that waddle the previous day, Heather didn’t know.  Now it was more pronounced, but perhaps she was still a bit tired.  She’d slept soundly.  Both of them kept to their own side of the bed, but just knowing she was home helped Heather to sleep better.  Finding her leg touching her wife’s was a comfort.  Neither felt comfortable yet holding the other for anything more than a hug or two, but Heather hoped that would change.  They needed to talk.  It wasn’t like Marsha not to tell her things.  This silence was unnerving.  They’d had such a good relationship before….
 
   “Mommy,” Bahir said almost formally, not realizing the meaning of the name.  It was close enough to moray that she accepted it.  She was used to having two mothers.  Malekah had been her first mother even though she knew that Mahsa was the mother that had birthed her.  She accepted that as their way.  The tribe had other couples with two wives.  She was too young to realize that these two mothers were different.
 
   Heather started at the little girl talking to her.  Amir had been pretty quiet towards her until now.  Neither had liked that Hayley had to go off to school.  “Yes, Bahir?” she wondered what the name meant.
 
   “May we go out to play?” she asked politely and Amir nodded, parroting his sister and looking longingly at the back door.  He remembered the fun of the previous day with Hayley.
 
   “Let’s clean up after breakfast and all three of us will go out,” she promised.  The two children were surprised to be expected to take dishes to the sink to be soaked.  While they soaked, Heather made a game of gathering up and folding the bedding the children had used the night before.  She wondered what they would use in the bedroom…they couldn’t camp out indefinitely.
 
   Soon, they were sliding down the slide, Heather swinging Amir up on the top so he didn’t have to make the climb.  He giggled madly, enjoying the attention from the adult.  Bahir allowed Heather to push her on the swing, a contraption she hadn’t seen before the previous day, but had readily accepted.  Both children accepted Heather quickly because she played with them, didn’t ask anything of them, and treated them just as she treated Hayley.
 
   “Let’s go pick Hayley up from school,” Heather told them after they had come in for lunch.  She put away the dishes she had let dry in the rack.
 
   Both children looked at her, not comprehending what she meant.  She wondered if they simply didn’t know the English words.  She cleaned them up with a wash cloth and put on the outfits they had traveled in.  She noted the fine cloth, the excellent stitching, and the tradition of each outfit.  Both children looked darling after she brushed out their hair, but she wondered if they had ever used that before when they looked at the brush oddly.  She found an old car seat of Hayley’s to put Amir in, strapping him into the back seat of the car and then strapping Bahir into Hayley’s car seat.  They would have to buy another.  She thought about how little they had in the bank and crossed her fingers that they wouldn’t have to spend much.  They had some time before school let out and she turned over the old car and drove to the thrift shop.  Holding both children by the hands, she walked them into the store.  She put Amir in the cart and watched the wonderment in both children’s eyes as they looked around the store.  She hated coming to this store where there was always a smell of ‘old’ or other people’s basements.  She found a good used car seat as well as some clothing for both of the children—several pairs of pants as well as shirts and blouses.  She was pleased that the total bill didn’t strain their finances too badly.  She hoped with Marsha home that would change.
 
   Strapping a third car seat in with the other two took some arranging.  While she did that, the two children played in the back of the old wreck.  She watched with interest as Bahir taught Amir some sort of clapping game.  His giggles were precious to hear.  Heather noted that Bahir was a bit quieter than either her brother or sister; much more serious.  Perhaps it was the newness of it all, or perhaps she was just a quiet child.
 
   When Heather arrived at the school, there was a long line of cars parked in front waiting to pick up children.  She parked in line and got both of the children out of their car seats.  Carrying Amir, she walked with Bahir towards the kindergarten rooms.  The class was so large there were two of them.  She wondered about entering Bahir in the pre-K classes.  She’d have to ask Marsha about the child’s age, but she had to be at least four with the time Marsha had been away.
 
   “Are you babysitting, Heather?” a voice asked and she turned to see several of the mothers standing in a clutch.  She detested this social aspect of the moms who stood and gossiped as they waited for their children.  She’d never been invited to coffee with them and she knew it was because she was a lesbian.  They’d told her as much when they found out she was the wife of a missing servicewoman.
 
   “No, Helen.  These children are Hayley’s brother and sister,” she said, feeling a mean sort of relish at imparting this news.  She knew it would be food for fodder by the end of the day.
 
   The woman frowned at the information, confused.  “I didn’t know Hayley’s father was….” 
 
   “No, these are Marsha’s children,” she clarified, but she told them nothing further as the bell rang and children began to peel out of the classrooms.  Hayley squealed when she saw them waiting for her.  Heather put Amir down so he could run after his sister as they hugged.
 
   “Ms. Gagliano, Hayley has been telling me about her brother and sister who came to stay with her yesterday.  I wasn’t sure I should believe her,” the teacher said with delight as she greeted Heather.
 
   “Yes, it was rather unexpected,” Heather understated as she smiled at the exuberance of the children.  They were already talking a mile a minute—even Amir who didn’t know as many words—as they caught up on the few hours they had been separated.  Heather could tell the teacher wanted more information, but she wouldn’t be providing it.  Instead, she smiled and went to the children.  “Come on, you three.  We need to get home and wait for your mom…your moray,” she clarified, enjoying the word for the first time.  All three turned and, holding hands, headed down the hallway.  More than one eye was on them as the gossip began to spread.
 
   Tucking three young children into the old wreck was difficult.  The chairs were tightly packed in that backseat, but the children didn’t seem to mind or even notice as they chattered away.
 
   “And Mommy put Amir on the slide and whoosh, down he went,” Bahir was telling Hayley.  She imitated the sounds Heather had made, not having heard the word whoosh before that morning.
 
   “She pushes me on the swing sometimes too,” Hayley told her.
 
   “She pushed me this morning,” Bahir bragged, a slight accent in her voice.  
 
   Heather wondered at the English Bahir had been taught.  Certain words she didn’t know…common, everyday words.  She’d have to ask Marsha about that when she got home.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   “Captain Gagliano?” a familiar voice greeted her at the door the private was escorting her through.
 
   Marsha smiled as she recognized Captain McKellan and returned his salute.  “I thought you’d be staying…” her voice trailed off as she recognized Colonel Rugster from Kabul, as well as Mr. Wynn and Major Scott.  “I see the whole crew is here?”  She turned to look at the captain with questions in her eyes.
 
   “Yes, apparently the video wasn’t enough and they have further questions.  I’m here to represent you so they can’t jump down your throat,” he warned her, his voice lowering on that last sentence.  The look in his eyes told her that her testimony so far wasn’t being believed.
 
   Marsha sighed.  She had hoped that some of this was at an end.  The video was supposed to help with that.  “What are they hoping to find?” she murmured as they began to walk towards a room.  The private, seeing that she was with the captain, made himself scarce.
 
   “I don’t know.  Colonel Kodel is behind this and General Biggins has ordered me to see this through to the end.”
 
   “What end?”
 
   “That’s what we are here to find out.”  He waited until they were nearly through the door when he recommended in a low voice, “Just remain pleasant and forthcoming.  I’ll take the brunt of this.”
 
   Marsha didn’t know how he could when she saw the room was crowded with many more people than she had expected.  There was the major and colonel from Kabul as well as several others.  Some of the faces looked dire, as though Marsha was about to be court-marshaled.  She had done nothing wrong.  Then she saw some looking askance at her belly.  That too was not her fault.
 
   They began by asking her to repeat what had happened to her on the day her helicopter disappeared.
 
   “Captain Gagliano has already answered that question.  You were all given a copy of the video well before the captain returned from Kabul,” Captain McKellan answered for her before she could even open her mouth.
 
   “This is not a formal inquiry yet, Captain,” someone with the rank of major tried to interject in a cajoling voice.
 
   “As you can all see, Captain Gagliano is in no condition for a formal inquiry.  She’s already given several days of testimony.  There is no need for her to answer redundant questions.”
 
   “We need to ascertain the truth of….”
 
   “Are you implying that Captain Gagliano was not being truthful in the testimony that I provided you?”
 
   “Of course she was, but we need to know….”
 
   “Then I suggest that you ask different questions from the ones that have already been asked.”
 
   And so it went for hours.  Questions would be put forth to Marsha, but Captain McKellan would answer for her or redirect since they had already been asked and answered on the video.  Very few new angles were brought forth and both of the captains were wondering what this was all about.  There was something more here than met the eye.  Finally, Captain McKellan called for a break due to Captain Gagliano’s ‘condition.’  Several people objected to this, but they were easily overridden.  They were allowed to adjourn until the following day.
 
   “What the hell was that all about?” Marsha asked as she tried to walk normally out of the building.  She felt very stiff from sitting so long.
 
   “I don’t know, but I intend to get to the bottom of it,” he promised her.  It had been very odd.  Not only their repetition of questions that had already been asked five different ways, but their focus on what had happened to the others.  Marsha didn’t know and had made that very clear.  It was obvious she wasn’t believed.
 
   “How am I supposed to get home?” she asked, exhausted.
 
   “I’ll give you a ride,” he offered, gallantly.
 
   “Thank you,” she answered as she allowed him to take her arm.  She didn’t need it, but it would have looked childish to pull her arm away.
 
   Marsha was surprised and secretly delighted as he escorted her to a convertible.  It was a vehicle called a Sebring.  It looked sporty and was bright red.  “Compensating for something, Captain?” she teased.
 
   He laughed as he helped her into the vehicle.  He held her hands as she let her backside fall into the seat.  “You okay there?” he inquired solicitously.  “My wife would never forgive me if I didn’t help a lady, especially a pregnant one, with such a courtesy.”
 
   “Just get me in this thing,” she grouched with a smile.
 
   “Actually, in answer to your question, my wife wouldn’t let me get a Corvette,” he teased in return with a grin.
 
   “I’ve driven one of those, years ago.  You have to have small feet,” she teased, glancing down at his feet and implying his manhood.
 
   He laughed appreciatively as she swung her own feet into the car and he handed her the seatbelt.
 
   As he drove, he told her his office was looking into the matter of money and her promotions.  “I don’t think they’ll go for you being a lieutenant colonel, but you should have the rank of major by now,” he told her as he explained.  
 
   “Good.  I think my wife could use the money.  She’s still driving the same car we had when I left.”
 
   “I saw where they suggested she move off the housing that is provided at a discount,” he mentioned.
 
   “They did?” she asked, surprised.
 
   “She didn’t tell you?”
 
   “Between getting home, finding me clothes, and dealing with the children, we haven’t talked much.”
 
   “Just don’t mention…” he began, but she held up her hand to stop him.
 
   “I know,” she told him frostily.
 
   “It must be difficult,” he tried another tactic.  He didn’t need her upset or angry.  “Find out from her perspective what happened while you were gone.  We may need that information.”
 
   “What the hell is going on?” she wondered.
 
   “I don’t know, but I intend to find out.”
 
   The rest of the ride was relatively quiet as she directed him to the house.  It felt so familiar.  She was delighted to be back.  She hadn’t liked the hours of interrogation and she was starving.  She certainly wasn’t looking forward to a repeat of this tomorrow.
 
   “I’ll pick you up at 0900 hours,” he told her as he stopped the car and jumped out on his side, running around to help her out.
 
   “Thank you,” she said as he helped her from the car.  She was really uncomfortable.
 
   “I’ve arranged for an OB/GYN here on the base,” his head indicated back from where they had come.  “She should be calling you at home.”
 
   She sighed.  She felt so big.  She wished she knew how far along she really was and how much more of this she would have to endure.  “When can I make an appointment?”
 
   “Probably tomorrow afternoon after they ask a few more questions,” he grinned, trying to make a joke of the intense questions they had already thrown at her.
 
   “I want my wife there,” she told him.
 
   “Oh, of course,” he answered contritely.  “If you make it for the afternoon, she can meet you there.”
 
   “Will they let me out of the interrogation?  I mean I haven’t even had lunch.”
 
   “We’ll make sure of that,” he promised.  He looked up as Heather came out the front door.  “Give her this to watch so that you can answer any of her questions.”  He handed her a copy of the disk she had seen him give to the others—the testimony she had given him back in Kabul.  
 
   “Is this okay with the army?” she asked, concerned.  They were looking for a reason to doubt her and this might do it…sharing with a civilian.
 
   “This one has been edited,” he assured her and then looked up alertly.
 
   “Hello,” he said politely in greeting.
 
   “Hello,” she answered, looking at him curiously.
 
   “Heather, this is Captain McKellan.  He’s defending me,” Marsha introduced them.
 
   “Mrs. Gagliano,” he smiled and nodded respectfully.  He knew she went by her wife’s last name from Marsha’s file.
 
   “Defending you?” Heather asked, curious.
 
   “Well, they have a lot of questions.  He keeps them from asking too many and manages to get me time off due to my ‘condition.’”   She made quotation marks in the air as she said the word condition.
 
   “Well, they should give you time off for that,” Heather smiled.
 
   “He also arranged for a doctor to take a look…” she began.
 
   “Oh, that’s what that woman meant on the answering machine.”
 
   “They called already?”
 
   Heather nodded.
 
   “Well, Captain, I see you are in good hands.  I’ll see you tomorrow morning,” Captain McKellan made his exit.  He could see they had things to discuss and he hoped some of it would give them some inkling of what the army was looking for in their interrogation of Captain Gagliano.
 
   “Thank you, Captain.  See you in the morning,” Marsha said formally and gave him a salute.  He returned it, pivoted, and marched around his car.
 
   “That’s your lawyer?” Heather asked as they turned to go into the house.  They could hear the children in the house.
 
   “Yes, he’s really been helpful.  They are after something and I don’t know what.”
 
   “Do they think you did something wrong?” she sounded concerned.
 
   Marsha shook her head and then shrugged.  “I don’t know.  I really don’t know.  Here, this is for you,” she said as she handed her the disk.
 
   “What’s this?” she asked.  It was obvious she hadn’t overheard the captain.
 
   “It’s my testimony.  I would like you to watch it so we can have a conversation.”  Marsha looked intently into her eyes.  They needed to talk, and soon.  Especially if the army was coming after her.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   “Do we have time to go shopping?” Marsha asked in an undertone as they did the dinner dishes.  The children were playing outside before it got too dark.
 
   “I don’t know if we have the money…” Heather began hesitantly.  She really didn’t want Marsha to know how poor they were.
 
   “Shit,” Marsha mumbled, wondering what else Heather hadn’t told her.  Lieutenant’s pay hadn’t been huge, but the bump up to captain should have compensated somehow.  She wondered what else she would find and hoped that it hadn’t been too hard on Heather or Hayley.
 
   “Was there something you wanted in particular?” she bit her lip worriedly.
 
   Watching Heather chew at her lip, Marsha knew that her wife was worried about something.  She had always done that.  It was endearing.  It made her want to kiss Heather, and that surprised her.  She hadn’t kissed her wife, not once since she had gotten back.  She put on a bright smile.  “Well, the kids can camp out for a while, but we will need beds…eventually.”
 
   “Yeah, I thought of that.  I did pick up a car seat at the Goodwill today,” she told her brightly, pleased with her find.  She’d gone out and scrubbed it down with Pine-Sol after they got home.  She felt better with the rich citrus smell that now permeated The Wreck.
 
   Marsha knew then that her wife hadn’t had an easy time of it while she was gone.  For her to be shopping at the Goodwill told her more than what Heather could say aloud.  “We’ll make due,” she responded as she finished washing the last dish and Heather took it to dry and put away.  Marsha waited until she closed the cabinet to lean over.  “I’m sorry it’s been so hard on you,” she said sadly as she gave her a peck on the cheek.
 
   Heather was surprised.  She hadn’t said anything and glanced around the house to see what had tipped her wife off.  Marsha was amazingly perceptive and she’d missed that.  She was also glad she was here and alive.  She glanced down at the very pregnant belly.  Marsha was wearing sweats again and it looked horrendous.  She looked up again.  The kiss had been nice and she took the black-haired woman in her arms to hold her and sighed deeply.  She pulled back again to look at her face, noting the lines that hadn’t been there before.  “We managed,” she returned before she leaned in to peck Marsha on the lips.
 
   Marsha responded, but barely.  She didn’t want Heather to think she was thinking about sex.  Her pregnant belly bumped between them and kept them from really being close, but the lip on lip action was nice.  She deepened the kiss.  “I’ve missed you,” she murmured against the blonde’s lips.
 
   “Only as much as I missed you,” she responded as her hands slipped down Marsha’s back to her buttocks to pull her closer.
 
   A group of giggles were heard and Marsha distinctly heard Bahir comment, “She didn’t kiss Mama or Papa like that.”  She spoke clearly in Tajik.
 
   Marsha pulled back, but didn’t release Heather, who tried to pull away.  “No, Bahir,” she said in English to correct the little girl.  “I wouldn’t have kissed them like that because I didn’t love them.  I love your Mommy Heather and she loves me.”  She said it more confidently than she felt.  She glanced at Heather who smiled in response.  Heather let her go as it was not appropriate to show too much in front of the children, in her opinion.  All they needed to know was that their two moms loved each other.  She let Heather step back, but kept her arm around her.  “Why aren’t you playing outside?” she asked the group, noting how dirty Amir had gotten and wondering if he had found mud in the back yard somehow.
 
   “We were thirsty,” Hayley told her, not sure how she felt about her imaginary, now real, mommy kissing her mom.  Her mom looked happy about it though.  She glanced between the two of them.
 
   “Well then, we should get each of you a cup of water,” Marsha announced and turned back to the cabinet where everything had already been put away.  She reached for three cups, noticing how all the dishes were mismatched—another Goodwill purchase she was sure.  It annoyed her, but there was nothing she could do about it.  Heather filled the cups from the tap.  “Shouldn’t we get a filter or a pitcher or something?” Marsha murmured, remembering how sick she had sometimes gotten on water from the mountain streams despite the remoteness of the regions.
 
   “In time,” Heather sighed.  There was a lot she would have liked to have purchased over the years, but with barely making ends meet as it was and now three more mouths to feed, it was going to leave her short this month.
 
   The children soon had cups of water and were satisfied with that.  They left to go play.  Heather watched them for a moment and then Marsha suggested she go watch the disk.
 
   “I’ll watch the kids.  I have so much to catch up on,” she indicated Hayley who was bossing around her younger brother and sister.
 
   “You didn’t watch Bahir and Amir play?” 
 
   She shook her head.  “I was a servant.  The children knew that I was their mother, but Malekah was the first wife and she ruled the roost.  They were ‘her’ children,” she said resentfully.  “I was nothing more than a breeder.”
 
   Heather was horrified as what Marsha said sunk in.  She picked up the disk from where she had laid it on the counter and went to watch it.  Without the children in the house, it was the best time.  She had a lot to learn.
 
   Heather watched the camera as it captured Marsha.  She didn’t listen to the words, not at first.  Instead, she looked at how tense Marsha looked.  The video had been taken in Kabul, in the embassy apparently.  She tried to pay attention….
 
   “I remember it was a beautiful day.  Perfect actually, not a cloud in the sky.  It wasn’t dusty as the rain had stopped the previous day.  Even the rotors from the helicopter didn’t stir up much.”  She glanced away from the camera at someone, apparently waiting for a response.  Whatever he or she said compelled Marsha to continue.  “I’d packed up the previous day and had my gear bag.  So did the others.  Two were being reassigned and one was going home, like me.  We had to get to Bagram to take a flight out for home.  It was going to be a quick hop by helicopter.  It’s not like they sent it for us special or anything.  Everything started out fine.  It was as we flew over some mountains that we did a dip that had my stomach dropping out.”  She petted her round stomach as she remembered.
 
   Heather smiled at the gesture that was so familiar.  She’d done that a lot when she was pregnant with Hayley too.
 
   “We all hung on tightly to our straps,” meaning the straps that hung down from the helicopter in convenient spots.  “I mean, we were all buckled in, so we didn’t worry, you know?”  She looked around again at someone off-screen and then at a different angle before she continued, leading Heather to realize there was more than one person there.  “A loud bang was heard and as I was by a window, I looked up.  I swear I saw something spin off the chopper and black smoke could be seen streaming behind us almost immediately.  I saw the pilot fighting the stick.  He yelled that we were going down.  They were both trying something, but as I’m not a pilot I don’t know how effective they were,” she stopped again to look away from the camera.
 
   “The crash itself was anti-climactic.  I mean we knew we were going down, but it felt like something from the rides at an amusement park.  Maybe those pilots really knew their stuff after all.  Watching the others, I knew we were all facing the reality of dying.  The spinning was sickening.”  She rubbed her stomach some more and she had closed her eyes.  “Knowing you are going to die and actually hitting the mountain…” she shook her head.  She was quiet for a moment.
 
   “Were you hurt?  Did anyone die on impact?” A voice that Heather recognized now as Captain McKellan asked into the quiet.  He could see she wasn’t having an easy time.
 
   “The pilots were both dead.  A huge boulder came through the front glass,” she opened her eyes to look into the camera and then glanced towards the other side of the camera.  Obviously there were others in the room besides the captain and perhaps another.
 
   “Do you remember their names?” he asked.  
 
   She shook her head.  “I had only just met them.  Sergeant Ames was the only one I knew and that was because he was going home too.”
 
   “What happened when you hit?”
 
   “The noise was horrible, the rotors kept spinning and hitting the mountain side.  I was afraid they’d somehow slice through the helicopter.  We couldn’t get out the door behind the copilot as it was against the mountain.  We were trying to get the door open on my side.  It took three of us to pry it open as it had buckled a bit with our crash.  We ended up kicking at the thing.  The cabin was filling with that black smoke and I thought we were going to choke to death from it.”  She paused for a moment, breathing deeply as she relived it in her mind.  
 
   “So, the four of you were alive at this point?”
 
   She nodded.  “I think so, but one of the guys was having trouble breathing.  The black smoke,” she paused until Heather heard Captain McKellan, repeating what she had just said.  “I think he was asthmatic, but I couldn’t be sure.  Once we got the door open we heard this grinding noise as the blades finally began to stop.  They were hitting the mountain and the clatter against the rocks was terrible.”  She shuddered a little as she remembered, her eyes closing as she described it.  
 
   “It was getting hot in there and Sergeant Ames yelled, ‘I think she’s gonna blow.’  We all scrambled to get out as the rotors ground to a halt.  It was then we realized the fourth man hadn’t followed.  Me and Ames went back to pull him out.  Damn!  It was hot!” she looked up and Heather grinned, knowing she was embarrassed that she had cursed.  Someone must have done something off camera as she continued.  “We pulled him out, choking and heaving.  We drew back away from the helicopter about twenty-five yards, amongst some other rocks.  The going was rough.  We were, after all, on a mountainside.  It was a good thing those rocks were there as the chopper did blow.  The fireball went up and we could all feel the heat despite the distance.  I must have passed out because when I came to, the others were missing and I was being pulled along by some locals.  They were dressed very simply from what I had seen of other native Afghans.  They kept yelling at me, but I didn’t understand them or their dialect.”  She looked apologetic.
 
   “You didn’t see Sergeant Ames or any of the others?” Captain McKellan verified.  As the camera caught Marsha’s nod, he asked, “You didn’t see what happened to the bodies of the pilots?”
 
   “I have to think they were blown to pieces by the explosion,” she answered.
 
   “Why do you think the chopper went down?”
 
   “Well it wasn’t anything they were doing that I could tell.  Perhaps the chopper simply malfunctioned.”
 
   “Do these malfunction often, Captain?”
 
   “I wouldn’t know, Captain.  I’m not a helicopter mechanic.”
 
   She told of how she was unceremoniously hung over the rump of a horse.  She didn’t know if she had any injuries at that time, but she passed out again since her head was down over the side.  When she came to, she was being raped.  She glossed over that part of the story and looked away.  Heather’s heart went out to Marsha as the pregnant woman gulped audibly and straightened her spine.
 
   “Would you like a glass of water?” Captain McKellan offered, and at her nod there was the sound of liquid being poured and then a glass came into view.
 
   She sipped at it, looking into the glass like she didn’t really know what to do with it after she had taken a drink.
 
   “Is something wrong, Captain?” another voice was heard, a woman’s.
 
   “The water is so clear,” she commented.
 
   “The water wasn’t clear where you were?” she asked.
 
   “Yes, it was straight from the streams in the mountains.  There were some that the tribe knew we shouldn’t drink from.  I don’t know how they knew, but I accidentally drank from one and ended up with the worst dysentery,” she confided with a rueful little grin.
 
    “Are you ready to go on?” Captain McKellan’s voice asked.
 
   “Yes,” she smiled and nodded and took another sip before continuing.   She told about how she was taken into the mountains, how the tribe lived in caves and they avoided most people.  She found out later that the pieces of the helicopter had been buried so that it wouldn’t be found and so that people wouldn’t come there to investigate.  Even the vestiges of the explosion had been hidden, first by the tribe, and then by time.  
 
   “How do you know that?” another voice asked, interrupting her tale, confirming Heather’s thought that there were others in the room behind the camera.
 
   “I heard the women talking about how their husbands had buried the debris they had found, how they found me and the others.  They stopped talking when they saw that I could hear them.  I never did find out what happened to the others,” she said, looking sad.
 
   “These people, they weren’t insurgents?” Captain McKellan’s voice clarified.
 
   She shook her head.  “No, they seemed to be avoiding the fighting.  They didn’t want their sons fighting a war they didn’t understand.  They didn’t agree with it.”
 
   “They weren’t Afghan people?” 
 
   “Yes, they were, but they didn’t want their sons killed for a war they didn’t agree with.  We spent winters in the caves, hiding from people.  Summers were spent on the plains or traveling.”
 
   “How did they travel…jeeps and trucks?”
 
   She shook her head again.  “No, the only time I ever saw a jeep was the last day I was there when I stole it.  They rode horses and kept to themselves.  There are other nomadic tribes like that.  They would meet up in the summer and their young people would be paired off.  There are many that feel that way.”
 
   “They don’t want to fight?”  Captain McKellan asked and Heather wondered if that might be important information.
 
   “No, their people don’t want to see their sons go off into the world.  Anyone different,” she sounded like she was talking about herself, “was squashed or their modern thoughts ridiculed.  I tried to introduce some modern conveniences, even making a paddle wheel in the stream for my son, and they broke it.”  Her own voice broke as she remembered.
 
   “How were you treated?” Captain Lamar asked.
 
   “Badly,” she admitted.  Her voice took on a hollow note.  “I was given to the chief of this clan.  His name was Zabi.  He stopped the rapes from the other men when he claimed me.  That didn’t mean he didn’t rape me himself.  I learned later he took me because he felt I as an American warrior woman.  He felt I was a challenge.”
 
   Heather’s heart was in her throat, crying inside for what her wife had endured.  Her hand was on her chest as she watched her wife try not to have any emotion as she told what had happened to her.
 
   “Did you fight him?  Did you try to escape?” Captain McKellan asked.
 
   She nodded.  Her voice remained a monotone showing no emotion.  “I tried many times.  I didn’t know where I was.  They beat me horribly.”
 
   “And you couldn’t escape?”
 
   “I was watched.  All the time I was watched.  When I managed to escape a few times they beat me on the soles of my feet.  It makes it so painful that you can’t walk.  Then they would beat me for not working.”
 
   “Did the beatings stop?” the woman’s voice from the other side of the camera asked
 
    “Only when I became pregnant that first year.  Zabi was thrilled because his first wife was barren.  She was older than he was.  She resented me and the attention he gave me.”
 
   “Did she beat you too?”
 
   Marsha nodded.  She looked tired.  “She stopped when Zabi commanded her to.  He was disappointed that my first child was a girl child.  He,” she closed her eyes at the memory, “was on me as soon as I was no longer unclean.  I lost that baby because of his beatings.”
 
   Heather was horrified at what Marsha had gone through.  The details weren’t there, but the simple story she told was bad enough that her imagination could fill in the blanks.  The camera caught the pain that the retelling of the story was causing.
 
    “The next baby was the longed-for son.  My son.  My son,” she repeated.  “My children were given to the first wife, Malekah.  They were treated as though she had given birth to them.”  She closed her eyes again.  “This one they hoped for another boy.”  She rubbed her stomach protectively.  “All the men want boys to come after them.” 
 
   She flinched at something and Heather wondered what was going through her mind. She looked over at what Heather guessed was Captain McKellan and asked, “Could we take a break?”
 
   “Of course,” he agreed and the video went blank.  Heather looked up and saw Marsha leaning against the entryway to the living room.  Both women had tears in their eyes.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
    
 
   “I have something to tell you,” Heather began later that evening after the children were in bed.
 
   Marsha tensed, even though nothing about Heather’s demeanor indicated anything might be coming that was going to upset her.  Her fevered imagination was putting together tidbits that her wife had told her since she returned home.  She’d dated others, maybe there was someone else.
 
   “When you first disappeared, they didn’t tell me.  It was only after I inquired as to why I hadn’t heard from you that they finally told me.  You promised to contact me from the base before you shipped out for home,” she reminded Marsha and the black-haired woman nodded.
 
   “I know they repealed DADT and we are allowed to be married in the service now, but they certainly don’t treat us equally,” she said with a tone of bitterness.  “I had to do all the asking and they didn’t tell me much.  After I made a nuisance of myself, a casualty assistance officer came to see me.”
 
   At the word casualty, Marsha started to frown.  “Did they think I was dead?”
 
   “They didn’t know where you were.  There was no sign of the downed helicopter, no crash site, and no survivors.  They just didn’t know.”  She started picking at the frayed edge of her jeans.  She’d pulled her leg up for comfort on the couch and she played with the fronds as she continued her story.  “He explained that he was assigned by the army to assist me in every way possible during the time while my loved one was missing or captured.  Now, it hadn’t occurred to me that you were captured until then.  I thought you were just hurt and unable to make contact with the army.”  She looked up to see Marsha’s reaction to her thoughts.  The black-haired woman looked concerned.  “He explained to me that he was my immediate source for ensuring that I understand all the resources available to me, both military and non-military.  He told me that he would be the one to go to for updates on your status, if there were any.”
 
   “Who had you been going to?”
 
   “Well, when the army stonewalled me, I did try to go through official channels.  I went to your commanding officer.  That was Colonel Brenson, right?”
 
   Marsha nodded, remembering that sharp old bird.  She hadn’t seen him since she got back.  She wondered what had happened to him in the five years she’d been gone.  She waited for Heather to continue.
 
   “He gave me a lot of information.  What I should or shouldn’t say to the news media if they asked.”
 
   “Did they ask?”  Marsha was curious now how her disappearance had been related to the public, much less to her wife.
 
   Heather nodded.  “At first they were on the front lawn, but the police got them to back off to the sidewalk.  We couldn’t go out for weeks because of it.”
 
   “Did you say anything to them?”
 
   “No, the casualty assistance officer—his name was Sergeant Wiggins—he told me not to grant any on camera interviews while they believed you were being held captive.”
 
   “So they thought even then I was being held captive?”
 
   Heather shrugged.  “They spoke in such nonspecific ways that I don’t know what they believed.  I think they wanted me to draw my own conclusions so that they could deny them later.  They asked that I not impede any investigation.  I think the only reason they did anything at all was because I was making a nuisance of myself by asking where you were and what was going on.  It took a while to even find out that your helicopter had gone down.”  Her eyes were pleading for Marsha to understand.
 
   Marsha reached out to stop Heather’s insistent playing with the fronds on her jeans and to hold her hand, encouraging her to go on.
 
   “He pointed out that I could give interviews, that I was free to talk to the media any time I wanted.  He also pointed that with that kind of freedom there was a heavy burden of responsibility.”
 
   Something about how Heather was reciting this story bothered Marsha.  “Did you feel threatened by that?”
 
   She nodded as she looked into Marsha’s amazing chocolate brown eyes.  “Yes, exactly like that.  He was giving me the official word according to their standard operating procedure, but it was also a warning.  He’d say things like ‘their main concern was your welfare.  If I discussed personal things, our marriage, our child, etc., this could be information that whoever had you might wish to have revealed to them.’  They hinted your captors could use it against you if they got hold of it.”
 
   Marsha was getting angry.  She told herself not to react yet as she needed to hear everything Heather had to say.  She hadn’t liked how the army treated her or her wife thus far, and she was going to give Captain McKellan an earful tomorrow.  “What about your parents or mine?”  She frowned, realizing she should call her own and let them know she was alive.
 
   “I believe Sergeant Wiggins visited them as well to impart how important it was to not to say anything that could be used against you.”
 
   “Did anyone say anything?”
 
   Heather nodded.  “Your parents did after they felt they weren’t getting enough information or cooperation.  They created a big hoopla about things.  They didn’t request the help of an experienced public affairs officer as Wiggins had recommended, and the media twisted things.  The media wanted to know what secret mission you were on, who was on the chopper with you, everything.”  She swallowed as she looked down to the hand that was holding hers.  It was then she realized that the ring that Marsha always wore, to signify their everlasting love, was missing.  There wasn’t even a tan mark to show it had been there.  Unconsciously, her fingers started caressing Marsha’s hand and zoned in on the spot where her wedding ring had been and rubbed.
 
   “Well, my parents aren’t known for their silence,” Marsha answered, not to excuse them, but to admit in a sarcastic way that she was sure it was a time bomb.
 
   “Well, that’s another story,” Heather warned.  She continued with her story.  “He kept telling me I could grant interviews, but that there would be repercussions.  After I refused time and time again to grant any interviews, they went to your parents.  I saw the circus that became.  They gave any and all interviews when asked.  Asking, begging really, for your return.  Showing pictures of Hayley.  It was awful.  The more I refused, the more they persisted.”
 
   Marsha could imagine.  She’d seen the feeding frenzy the media often enacted at the expense of those they intended to interview over the years.  She now wondered if anyone was reporting her return?  She’d have to ask Captain McKellan about that.
 
   “They even told the media about the in vitro fertilization and that Hayley was your daughter.  They implied I was just raising her for you.”
 
   “They did what?”  Marsha was incensed and started to rise from the couch.
 
   Heather held onto her hand, tugging her back to the couch.  “Relax, there is nothing you can do about it now.”
 
   “How dare they?” she asked, her eyes blazing.
 
   Heather found the look strangely arousing.  She swallowed.  She had to get this all out and there was more…and worse.  “They wanted to know who the father was.”
 
   “My parents?”
 
   Heather nodded and then added, “And the media.”
 
   “What did you say?”
 
   “I told all of them it was none of their business.  I’m as much Hayley’s mom as you are.”
 
   Marsha smiled, imagining her feisty wife telling them exactly that.  “Yes, you are.”
 
   Heather smiled in return.  It hadn’t been a pleasant time.  “Your parents seemed to think that the more attention they drew to your case, the more interviews they gave, the sooner you would come home.”
 
   “Well, that worked out well, didn’t it?” she asked sarcastically.  She knew her parents hadn’t been happy about her being a lesbian, much less having a child ‘out of wedlock.’  Pointing out that she was married to Heather didn’t seem to change that opinion.
 
   Heather chuckled at her wife’s sarcasm.  She leaned up with her free hand to caress her cheek.  “Easy slugger, there’s more.”
 
   The black-haired woman nodded.  She knew she was getting worked up and it wasn’t good for her.  It also wasn’t good for the baby, who protested by kicking her.  She used her own free hand to rub.
 
   “Is the baby kicking?” Heather asked, looking where Marsha was rubbing.
 
   “Yeah, I think we have a soccer player here,” she admitted ruefully.
 
   Heather smiled at the word ‘we.’  “May I feel?”
 
   Marsha was surprised.  Heather had fully participated in her pregnancy with Hayley.  She would never have asked before.  She pulled their entwined hands up to where she was rubbing and placed Heather’s under her own.
 
   The smile on Heather’s face was beautiful.  Marsha caught her breath in wonderment.  Heather could feel the foot under her hand, pressing hard!  This baby was ready to come out and she agreed, probably a soccer player.  The smile dissipated as the baby, sensing her mother’s enjoyment at the touch, calmed and went back to sleep.  “Well, I better finish telling you all this,” she grinned at the onerous task she still had.
 
   “Officially you were listed as a missing person.  They said you hadn’t gone into combat.  I doubted that for a while, but they said there were four other people missing.”
 
   “There were six of us in total,” Marsha corrected her automatically, but her mind was starting to form a little niggle of something.  Somehow, something that Heather had said was bothering her.
 
   “Oh, they told me four others and you.”
 
   “Did they give you the names?”
 
   Heather shook her head.  “I don’t recall asking.”
 
   Marsha was disappointed.  Still, she would ask Captain McKellan to look into the army’s official version of her disappearance and who was listed as missing.  She didn’t know everyone’s names.  She didn’t remember if she had ever known, but she was sure after her reappearance that they would be listed as dead.
 
   “They listed you as missing, not dead, so I couldn’t claim any death benefits, but I didn’t want any.  I just wanted you home!”
 
   “Well, if you had gotten the death benefits you’d have over four hundred thousand in a lump sum to raise Hayley,” she informed her wife.
 
   “That’s not what they told me!” she said, outraged.  “He told me maybe forty thousand.”
 
   “Well, I would have had to be declared dead,” she pointed out and watched as her wife realized the truth of that.  She laughed.  
 
   “I’m so glad you aren’t dead,” the blonde told her wife, her hand going from Marsha’s stomach to caress the side of her face.  She looked shocked when Marsha flinched.
 
   “Sorry,” she said, immediately contrite at her wife’s reaction.  “My God, what did they do to you?”
 
   “You saw the video.”
 
   “That still doesn’t tell me anything.”  She knew it would have been edited and chopped up, and probably not very professionally.  After the screen went blank the first time, the rest showed Marsha in various small blocks of testimony and it didn’t make sense.
 
   “No, I’ll tell you some of it, but I can’t, not now,” she promised.  She looked down, ashamed at her reaction.
 
   Heather pulled Marsha’s chin up. “You tell me in your time.  I’ll wait.”
 
   “Haven’t you waited enough?”
 
   “You just got back.  We have things to deal with.”  Her hand touched Marsha’s bulging stomach again, knowing she wouldn’t pull away at that.  
 
   Marsha smiled at her feisty wife’s response.  “What else?” she hinted broadly for her to continue.
 
   “At one point, he wanted to know if I wanted to try and have you declared dead.”
 
   “Did you?”
 
   She shook her head immediately.  “No, not ever.  I thought I could wait out the seven years.  Then it would be their decision and not mine.”
 
   “It would have bought you both a lot of things you could use,” she pointed out.
 
   “It would have been so…final,” she admitted.  She looked very sad.  “I held out hope.  You don’t know how my heart leapt into my throat when they came to the door to tell me you were alive.  I thought….”
 
   “That they were coming to tell you I was dead?”  She watched as the tears formed in Heather’s blue eyes, those cornflower blue eyes that had so entranced her, the eyes she had thought about so many times while in the cave or the tent.  Even when Zabi–she pushed thoughts of that man away.
 
   Slowly Heather nodded, not liking this conversation and the bad feelings it brought up.  “I held out so much hope, but this last year….”
 
   “You dated?  Did you give up?” she finished for her.
 
   She shook her head.  “I was just so lonely,” she confessed.
 
   “Hayley was no substitute for someone in your arms,” she acknowledged.  Then she asked the question she was dreading the answer to.  “Did you…” she couldn’t finish.
 
   Heather immediately shook her head.  “No, never.  I felt I was betraying you even dating.”
 
   Marsha was relieved.  “It’s not like I didn’t…” she rubbed her stomach and her head jerked towards the children’s bedroom where her two children with Zabi were sleeping.
 
   “It’s not like you had much of a choice from what I heard on that disk.”
 
   “True,” she admitted.  She blinked back self-pitying tears.  She swallowed, cleared her throat and said, “Well, I’m sure I was covered under the Missing Service Personnel Act.”
 
   Heather nodded.  “Yes, that’s what Sergeant Wiggins said.  I was to continue to receive your checks.  I didn’t question the amount as I didn’t know they’d promoted you, but we needed the money.”
 
   That told Marsha a lot more than Heather intended.  She could see that money was tight around here with her wife driving the same car all these years and the amount of macaroni and cheese in the cupboard.
 
   “They didn’t say I was a deserter or anything, did they?” she asked, wondering at some of the angles Captain McKellan would look at.
 
   “No, why would they?  You were headed home.”  Heather wondered if she had missed something, an important piece of information.
 
   Shrugging, Marsha tried to brush it off.  “Just wondering what they did while I was gone.”
 
   “As far as I know you were listed as missing.  You couldn’t have deserted.  Is that what they are saying?”  She was curious as to what the hours of interrogation were about.
 
   “Not that I know of,” she answered truthfully, but now she wondered.
 
   “Maybe they think you were a prisoner of war?”  She was shooting blanks in her attempts to get information out of her wife.  Marsha was too good at not saying anything.  She’d also had five years of being beaten for talking out of turn.
 
   “I don’t think Afghanistan or its various tribes would recognize the Geneva Convention or its articles.”  Her many beatings would attest to that.
 
   “True.”
 
   “Do you think they would have let you go once the war ended?”
 
   Marsha shook her head immediately.  “No, I was there to breed sons.  The proof of that is Amir.  If this child had been another son, there is no way he would have released me unless he killed me.”
 
   Heather was horrified at the thought.  She stared, shocked, at her wife’s admission.  “So, are you considered repatriated?”
 
   Marsha wondered that too.  It wasn’t like they had followed any procedure she had heard of.  Another question for Captain McKellan.  “I don’t know,” she admitted as she wondered.
 
   They went over a few more things and Marsha learned how her parents had tried to take Hayley from her wife.  First, with bribes like the swing set and second, with an actual lawsuit over custody. 
 
   “Sergeant Wiggins actually helped with that.  Good thing you are a stickler for paperwork or they would have had me.  I couldn’t afford the attorneys they hired.  I worried each time Hayley went to their house that she wouldn’t come back.  Apparently, their attorney insisted that they return her so it wouldn’t look like a kidnapping.”  She shook her head.  “They kept trying to brainwash her,” she admitted, feeling like a failure for not preventing some of it.  
 
   “Brainwash her how?”  Marsha was very angry about her parents.  They had known how much this child had meant to the two of them.
 
   “Just that you were her mom, her real mom.  That I was just your girlfriend.  They wouldn’t say wife.  It was very confusing for Hayley.  I made up excuses so they couldn’t see her as often…Hayley has been very busy for a little girl.”
 
   “Actually busy, or did you have to lie?”
 
   “I did a bit of both so they couldn’t accuse me of keeping her from them.  She has had more after school activities than most children her age,” she admitted.
 
   “I’m sorry, babe.  They shouldn’t have made your life a living hell like that.”
 
   “I’m just so glad you are home,” she started to cry as they met in the middle and just held each other.  Marsha started to kiss away Heather’s tears as she would have in days of old.  The meeting of their lips was a comfort to both of them.
 
   As they both wound down from the emotional upheaval, Marsha finally asked, “What are we going to do about this?” she indicated her big belly.  She also meant the other two children.
 
   “What else can we do but accept and enjoy it?” Heather answered sensibly.  “We wanted more children, eventually.  I didn’t expect this,’ she admitted, “but I have you back and this will be our child,” she rubbed the belly for good luck.  “I know we have a way to go, but we’ll figure it out.”
 
   “Oh, baby, we will,” she promised.
 
   That night they ended up spooning in their bed, a big relief to both of them.  Being able to touch each other was of great comfort and did a lot more to heal the rift that had inevitably come between them.  Talking that afternoon and evening had cleared the air on a lot of things each had been wondering and worrying about.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWELVE
 
    
 
   Marsha explained what she knew to Captain McKellan on the ride to the base.  It was a relatively short ride and they ended up sitting in his convertible so they wouldn’t be overheard.  She asked some very astute questions.  McKellan was glad that she did as it gave him some ammunition for the panel that had been convened to question Captain Gagliano.  He looked at this Italian-American.  She was made of stern stuff and those idiots that were doubting her story had a lot to explain.
 
   “How are you doing?” he asked.  His wife had made sure he would ask, but he looked her over, her obvious pregnancy did not look comfortable on her.
 
   “I’m hanging in here.  I’d like the questions to be over, but I want some answers myself,” she indicated the conversation they had just had.  “I’m actually looking forward to this afternoon’s doctor appointment.”
 
   “Do you want to know the sex?” he grinned.  The guys always wanted to know, from his experience.
 
   “Actually, I don’t.  I like the surprise,” she admitted.  “My daughter says it should be a boy to even things out.”
 
   He shared a laugh.  It couldn’t be easy to suddenly have three, almost four children in a household, and he wondered how the captain’s wife was coping.  From the little Marsha had just told him of what they had discussed the previous night, she was a keeper.  “Well, we better get in there,” he indicated the building where the interview was being conducted.
 
   Today, they didn’t have everyone from the previous day and there were two new faces.  They weren’t introduced, but one of them was a colonel by his insignia.  The other was wearing civilian clothing and this bothered Captain McKellan.
 
   As they started in again, repeating the same questions, he brushed them aside to ask, “Why wasn’t Captain Gagliano repatriated according to the regulations set out by the Joint Personnel Recovery Agency?”
 
   Several people looked uncomfortable at this question and Lance McKellan further made them twitch in their seats by outlining what the regulations were for those who seemed not to know.  
 
   “Her debriefing after escaping from captivity should have entailed psychologists who specialize in the effects of captivity.  Operation Yellow Ribbon should have been enacted, which would have provided her with psychological support and assistance during those debriefings and the decompression process.”
 
   One of the colonels present defended their procedure by pointing out that Lance had had a psychiatrist present in the form of Captain Lamar.
 
   “That was just for her initial interviews.  You people keep wanting to dismiss those.  Why wasn’t the Joint Personnel Recovery Agency procedure followed?”
 
   “Could you explain what you mean by that question?” the civilian asked.
 
   Lance looked at the man suspiciously.  He hadn’t been introduced and this set his teeth on edge.  He didn’t know who he was addressing or giving this information to.  “Captain Gagliano, in her initial recovery phase, should have had psychologists to help her with the transition.  It’s an unpredictable and emotional time, especially for a woman that is this pregnant.”  He gestured to the captain.  No one could deny she was very pregnant.  “She should have been transported from the embassy to a safe place.”
 
   “We felt the embassy was the safest place at that time,” the colonel defended himself.
 
   “The Joint Personnel Recovery Agency oversight committee would have protected her from any undue pressures while she was integrated back.  The Department of Defense has outlined very clearly what those procedures are.”  He decided to switch tactics on them.  “Have you informed the media of Captain Gagliano’s return?  Have you announced that she is alive?”
 
   Feeling defensive, Colonel Rugster looked at Major Osborn, waiting for him to answer the questions.  They were very well aware that the cameras filming this interrogation would be seen by others.  Their motives and answers would be put into question.  “We felt she was safer at the embassy and keeping her presence quiet was for her safety as well.  Her wife was informed as you are well aware, but her parents were not.”
 
   “Were her parents not informed because of the media attention they garnered with her disappearance?” he asked carefully.  Something stank here and he intended to get to the bottom of it.  His assistant, Corporal Harris, was taking notes.
 
   The major nodded.  “They did create an unwarranted media storm with her disappearance.  We wanted to cover all bases, including her general health, before informing them.”
 
   “Was the information they were seeking in regard to their daughter, or her companions that went down in the crash?” he guessed.  He saw their startled glances and thought, ‘Bingo!’
 
   “That isn’t important here, Captain.  We need the information from Captain Gagliano to try and recover the helicopter and any information on those who died in the crash and their whereabouts.  Those families need to know what happened to their sons.”
 
   “And their daughters?” Lance asked astutely, glancing at Marsha, but not missing the annoyance on the faces of Major Osborn and Colonel Rugster.
 
   Ignoring his impertinent questions, the major cited regulations.  “Yellow Ribbon Phase III got her stateside and her wife was informed so that she could meet her.  I understand she has a medical appointment this afternoon so protocol is being followed.”
 
   Sick of being spoken about as though she were an object and not even there, Marsha started to speak, but Lance put his hand on her arm, applying pressure and signaling her to keep silent.
 
   “Yes, she does have an OB/GYN appointment this afternoon.  Will a SERE psychologist be made available soon to monitor the captain’s repatriation process?”  He was annoyed, but not surprised that the major was aware of her medical appointment.  They were keeping tabs on Captain Gagliano, close tabs.
 
   “I’ll see about arranging that,” the major answered, feeling backed into a corner.  This wasn’t going quite like the colonel had wanted.  He glanced at the other colonel present who nodded, encouraging him to continue his questioning.
 
   Lance adroitly avoided their repeated questioning.  He turned it on them once again.  “Will Captain Gagliano be given a desk position until she can fully return to duty after the birth of her child?”
 
   They were all startled at his question, including Marsha.  She hadn’t thought about if she wished to return to duty, retire, or simply leave the army.  She knew that might be an option.  She did, however, wish to find out about her promotions and pay.  She leaned into Lance to whisper, “What about my promotions?”
 
   He nodded slightly, but didn’t ask the room.  Instead, he waited for them to answer his question.
 
   “Once Captain Gagliano has been fully debriefed and after she has been evaluated by SERE psychology oversight and intervention, I’m sure we will have a full knowledge of Captain Gagliano’s abilities.”
 
   “Will she have to go to the Robert Mitchell Center?” Lance asked next.
 
   “Why would she have to do that?”
 
   “Well, that is where repatriated prisoners are eligible for follow-up medical and psychological services.”
 
   “Of course she would be eligible for that.  Right now, we are trying to debrief her and determine everything that happened over there,” he blustered.
 
   “You already know what the captain has gone through.  I’m just wondering who was on the chopper that you are really looking for and that you want to know if the captain saw them after the crash.”
 
   The room was so silent you could have heard a pin drop.
 
   “Captain, I get the sense you do not wish to cooperate with this inquiry.”  Colonel Rugster addressed Marsha directly.
 
   “Not at all, Colonel.  I’ve been very forthcoming.  I have to wonder though, like my defense attorney has asked, why I’m being denied my rights as set forth by the army in regards to missing servicemen and women, and why I am being asked the same questions in five different ways over and over again?  Who are you looking for and why would I even know?  I told you I only knew one other person on that helicopter, and other than the two pilots, who I definitely saw were dead, I have no knowledge of any other passengers.”
 
   They were quiet as they exchanged looks and the major shuffled papers.
 
   “Gentlemen,” Captain McKellan began, “and ladies,” his glance took in Marsha, “I suggest that we have the psychologist debrief my client after they have watched her disk.  You could be doing irreparable harm to my client by pressuring her.  I understand you need comprehensive intelligence.  I’m sure we would all agree that Captain Gagliano was, by her own admission, in captivity involuntarily.  We cannot allow the PTSD that she will undoubtedly suffer from to go untreated.  Once the SERE psychologists have seen my client and released her for further questioning, then we will continue this.”  Lance was watching the civilian and he saw a slight smile come over the man’s face.  Something about the man told the savvy captain that this man was not a civilian at all.
 
   “Wait a moment, Captain.  You’ve done this to us for the last time,” Colonel Rugster blustered.
 
   “I assure you, sir, this gives me no pleasure.  My client has cooperated with you as much as I’m going to allow her to.  She has an appointment,” he made a great show of looking at his watch, “this afternoon and I’m sure you will all understand that a pregnant woman must have her chow.”  With that, he stood up and Corporal Harris practically leapt out of his seat with him, helping Captain Gagliano out of her own seat.  
 
   Captain McKellan knew he wouldn’t be able to pull these stunts again once the psychologists got hold of Marsha.  He could tell his questions today had angered a few of them, and they also started a few thoughts that were better off left alone.  He made mental notes to have Corporal Harris look into some more things for him.
 
   Escorting Marsha out of the building, he was pleased to see that her wife was waiting for them at the curb.  “Your wife is prompt,” he mentioned.
 
   “Yeah, she’s good that way.  Hates to be late to anything and I suggested we go eat before I left today.”
 
   “I have a million phone calls to make,” he confided.  “May I come to your home this evening with what I find?”
 
   She stopped and looked up at him.  “You think you’ll have something for us to discuss that soon?”
 
   “Oh, I almost guarantee it.  That civilian was no civilian,” he mentioned conspiratorially.
 
   “You noticed his military bearing too?” she asked with a grin.
 
   That was what had been bothering him.  The man sat as though he never relaxed in a chair, always upright and at attention…a lifetime of being at attention.  “Not only that, but I’m certain I’ve seen him somewhere.”
 
   “Okay, Captain, I’ll see you this evening after dinner.  The kids are in bed by nineteen hundred hours,” she informed him.
 
   He smiled and nodded to the captain’s wife.  “Ma’am,” he said respectfully.
 
   “Captain,” she responded, nodding and smiling in return.  She watched, amused, as he headed off to his car parked nearby.  The Corporal followed him, talking animatedly.  She’d heard from Marsha about the car compensating for something.  “Where shall we eat?” she turned to her wife to help her into the car.
 
   “Well, as we don’t have the money to eat out, why don’t we go to the chow hall?”
 
   “I’ve packed us a lunch.  What I meant was, would you like to go eat at a park with the kids?” she glanced at the two in the back seat who were looking at the two women.
 
   Marsha smiled.  Even eating on base would have cost them money.  “Yes, let’s go find a park.”  She finished getting into the car and Heather handed her the seatbelt.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   “Well, Captain, after what you have told me, you are in amazingly good health.  I think those scars will fade after a few years,” the doctor indicated the marks on Marsha’s back.  Heather had winced seeing them as the doctor examined her.  The kids had been left to play outside, supervised by a nurse.
 
   “So, how far along am I?” Marsha asked, curious.
 
   “I’d say you’re due any day now by the size of this baby.  I can’t believe they didn’t examine you more thoroughly before putting you on a plane!” she stated, outraged at how the military had treated her.
 
   “Well, they were kind of anxious to get me back home,” she allowed.
 
   “Well, good thing you didn’t go into labor on the plane.  Do you want to know the sex?” she asked as she finished the exam and handed them both copies of the ultrasound with a clear picture of a baby inside her.
 
   Marsha glanced at Heather, who shook her head slightly.  She smiled.  She should have known.  “No, we’d like to be surprised.”  She inwardly laughed.  They had had enough surprises to last them a lifetime.
 
   “Well, I’ll let you get dressed.  I’d still like you to take the prenatal vitamins I’m going to prescribe for you.  I’m amazed that you had these children with no prenatal care,” she shook her head as she made some notes on a tablet, checking off boxes.
 
   Marsha looked at the tablet in awe.  Technology had come far since she had Hayley.  “Well, we were very isolated.”  She’d told the doctor about her prior four pregnancies, including the miscarriage.  The nurse went to get a form to request her records from Hayley’s birth as they would help with future care.
 
   “I see no reason why you shouldn’t have a healthy baby this time,” the doctor reassured her with a smile.  She was amazed at the tale this woman had told her.  It reminded her of stories where the women had a baby in the field and returned to work afterwards.  “Try to keep your stress levels to a minimum,” she advised as she finished and left the room so the woman could get dressed.
 
   “Oh yeah, no stress,” Marsha mumbled and Heather laughed.  She helped her back into the uniform, realizing with Marsha’s sweat and body odor it would have to be laundered that evening, at least the dress shirt would.  
 
   “I’m so glad she says everything is okay.  I’ll have to go through Hayley’s things and see what we have for newborns.”
 
   “You kept all that?” she asked as she pulled her pants back on.
 
   “Somewhere.  Remember we were going to try again when you got home and retired.”  She hesitated, but it was the perfect time to ask, so she did.  “Are you going to retire now?”
 
   Marsha had wondered that herself.  It was all happening so fast.  She couldn’t fathom it.  She shook her head.  “I don’t know yet, babe.  There is so much that Captain McKellan has to find out for me before I can consider it.”
 
   Heather nodded.  She was disappointed, but she agreed Marsha had to be cleared of whatever fact-finding mission those people were on.  She didn’t know what they were asking her wife, but she could sense from the tension that both Marsha and Captain McKellan oozed that it wasn’t a good thing.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
    
 
   Over the coming week, Captain Gagliano was seen by the SERE psychologists.  They met with her one-on-one and then after that first week, with Heather to see how she was adjusting.  Marsha hadn’t known until Heather mentioned it that she frequently woke up at night in nightmares, unable to realize that she was home and safe.  She was still determined to escape Zabi and his people.  It was obvious she was concerned about getting her children to safety.  Her escape was very important to her.  It helped to have Heather hear more of her attempts to escape.  It also helped that the psychologists recorded that in their report, which was given to Captain McKellan for her defense as well as to those waiting to question her again.
 
   “I don’t understand why they didn’t enact Phase II before Phase III?” the psychologist asked Captain McKellan.
 
   “I believe that was due to a matter of safety,” he told him formally.
 
   “Her medical screening in Kabul was haphazard at best.  The children were given those inoculations as though they were cattle,” he complained as he read the report on the medical procedures she and her children had endured at the embassy.
 
   “We were told they couldn’t come to the States without them.”
 
   Shaking his head, the lead psychologist mumbled to himself, “Damned bureaucrats.”  He looked up at Lance and asked, “Has the captain had time to tell you her stories about life in the village or anything other than the actual crash and things that the army would have an interest in?”
 
   “Stories?”
 
   “When the returnee comes back to their home, it is essential that they have unstructured time alone, unsupervised time alone, so they can talk about the good things, if there are any, so that the time away isn’t so traumatic, it’s normalized.  It’s part of the decompression process,” he explained.
 
   “Captain Gagliano has been with her wife in her off time.  I’m sure she’s doing that.”
 
   “I’ll have to ask her.  It’s vital to her well-being to share those things with her wife.  I wonder how the wife is dealing with the readjustment too?  She should come in for a few of these meetings.”
 
   “With Captain Gagliano?” Lance clarified.
 
   “No, alone.  She too has a tremendous amount to deal with.  After all, Captain Gagliano brought home two children and is pregnant with another.  That birth is imminent and I’m certain this whole thing is traumatic to Mrs. Gagliano.”
 
   “I’ll ask her,” he promised.  He was amazed at how much the army had pushed aside in regards to the captured captain’s well-being.  They had totally disregarded some of the protocol.  He’d already filed several complaints regarding their handling of this case.  
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   “Captain, you are correct about a promotion being delayed because of your absence.  The army should have designated your promotion at three years during your captivity.  There are cases where it is eighteen months to two years.  I’m pushing for that as well as retroactive pay.”
 
   “What about my promotion to lieutenant colonel?” she asked, reminding him of the initial conversation they had in Kabul.
 
   “That one is going to be a little harder to get,” he stated, and seeing the combative look in her eye, he explained, “Normally that can take eighteen months to three years too.  A lot depends on where you are in the zone and your qualifications.  Title 10 of the United States’ Code and its regulatory requirements are very specific in regards to the regulatory, directive, and policy of said promotions.”
 
   “That sounds like a lot of legalese to me, counselor.  I suggest you dumb it down for this mere captain.”
 
   He smiled.  There was no bullshitting this woman and he didn’t blame her.  The pay bump alone from captain to major was going to help her a lot.  Lieutenant colonel was going to be a hard one to go for, but all he could do was try.  She certainly had the years in.  “Were you intending to make the military your career?” he asked.
 
   “I don’t think that’s relevant,” she countered.
 
   That told him the answer was probably no.  “They will probably give you major, no problem.  I’ve already had Corporal Harris on the paperwork and spoken on the phone with a few key individuals to expedite this; however, they are going to say your baby-making actions will keep you from focusing on your career in the military, and that becoming a lieutenant colonel wasn’t in your plans.”
 
   “They can’t know that,” she answered back angrily.  “I was coming home after an eighteen-month deployment.  I’d made captain.  For all they know, I intended on staying in the army to become a friggin’ general!  Furthermore, that’s sexist.  It’s not my fault in the least that I’m pregnant.”
 
   With that it clicked for Lance how he could word his reports in a way that would be in the captain’s favor and garner her the well-deserved promotion.  He was determined to get her everything she deserved.  The powers that be were still chomping at the bit to get some more information out of her, but she simply didn’t remember or hadn’t seen anything of value.  The rural people who had taken her had kept her too well hidden.  His other investigations centered around the other people in that helicopter.  The two pilots didn’t raise any red flags and neither did Sergeant Ames, but the names of the other two had been redacted and he’d had his superior officer look into the original documents to find out exactly what was being hidden from this investigation and what Captain Gagliano was really being accused of.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   “Do you know what Hayley means?” Marsha asked the little girl who look so painfully like her, but who didn’t really want to talk to her.
 
   Reluctant, but curious, the little girl asked, “No, what?”
 
   “It means hayfield,” she smiled, watching the astonishment on her little girl’s face.  She was laying in the fresh cut grass.  One of the neighbor’s sons had been helping cut the lawn for Heather since they didn’t own a working lawn mower.
 
   “Hayfield!” she wrinkled her nose.
 
   “When you were born…” Marsha began speaking in story-telling mode, which she knew the little girl adored.  She glanced up at her wife who was sitting in a chair on their back lawn, watching as the other two slid down the slide.  Bahir came over to listen to the story and Amir followed along behind, ever the shadow of his sister.  “When you were born your hair was as blonde as a hayfield.  Your mom commented on that as soon as they cleaned you up.  It was long and blonde and we decided to call you Hayley.”
 
   The little girl, whose blonde hair had fallen out by year one and grown back in thick and luxurious and black like her mother’s, smiled at the story.  “Was Bahir’s hair the color of a hayfield?” she glanced almost jealously at her little sister.
 
   Marsha shook her head, laying back and looking up at the clouds as she remembered Bahir’s birth.  She’d barely seen the child when Malekah had taken her away to show her off.  She’d been lucky to establish a relationship with either of her children with the proprietorial air that Malekah had towards them.  The child was brought to her for feeding, but that was almost all for a long time.  “No, Bahir’s hair was a soft brown that grew darker every day.  She had more curls than I remember you having,” she teased a little since Hayley’s hair was very curly now, much like Marsha’s as a child.  That was another reason she had kept it short in the army…easier to maintain without the thick, luxurious curls she had now.
 
   “What does Bahir’s name mean?”
 
   Marsha smiled, knowing curiosity would bring her daughter closer to her, more than anything else.  She hadn’t forced it in the time she had been home and that had been good.  Both Bahir and Amir came to her freely since Malekah wasn’t around to thwart them.  The change in them had been very welcome.  “It means spring,” she answered simply.  She waited for the youngster to ask the next question, not volunteering anything.  She wasn’t disappointed.
 
   “Why spring?” she asked eagerly.
 
   “Because she was born in spring,” she answered readily and glanced at Heather.  She could see her doing the calculation of time that they had been apart.  She was sorry for that and hoped meeting with the psychologists would help her deal with any problems that might arise.
 
   “What about Amir?” the youngster continued.
 
   “His name means king,” she made it sound regal and the little girl giggled.
 
   “But he’s not a king!”
 
   “Ah, but his father was a leader of a tribe, so yes, in their culture he could be a king,” she explained carefully.  She was afraid that the little girl would figure out that they had different fathers far too soon and she didn’t want to explain about Zabi, whose name meant sacrificed or slaughtered person.  
 
   Heather saw her expression of anticipation.  It was almost painful so she distracted the children.  “Who is going to help Mommy off the ground?” she asked, playfully.  The children pulled and pushed and laughed as Heather went over and offered Marsha a hand.  Only by rolling onto her hands and knees could she slowly bring her feet under her unbalanced self.  It was a good thing Heather was there to help her as she nearly fell over.  They all laughed at her ungainly body as they went in to fix dinner.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   That night, as the children were in their makeshift tent, Heather went in search of Marsha and found her outside in front of the house.  The last rays of sunshine were slowly fading over the horizon, or what they could see of the horizon within the housing development they lived in.  “What are you thinking?” she asked softly.
 
   “I was thinking about how beautiful the sunsets were in Afghanistan,” she said just as quietly.
 
   “Is there anything you miss about that country?”  Some of her fears were that something kept her wife over there besides being a prisoner.
 
   “It was beautiful there.  Sometimes we would camp in a meadow and I knew no one was around for miles.  Even the deserts and the infernal sand and dust and dirt were beautiful at the time, the sunsets and the sunrises so intense.  You don’t get that here with the city blocking the views.  I mean, look at that,” she pointed towards the sky.  “You can’t even see all the stars because of the city lights.”
 
   “I love looking at the stars.  Remember when we fell asleep along the lake looking at them?”
 
   Marsha smiled as she nodded.  She leaned over and hugged her wife closer, one-armed.  “I remember waking up cold and damp from the fog that rolled in over us.”
 
   “Well, you warmed me up nicely as I recall.”
 
   “Someday we’ll have all of that again,” she promised.  She leaned in for a kiss and afterwards saw that they were being watched from across the street.  Not everyone appreciated same-sex couples or open displays of affection.  “All I wanted was to get home to you.”  She took Heather inside so they could at least cuddle on their sofa.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   It took weeks and then the psychologists were ready to release not only their findings, but their patient.  She was doing well and she could always talk to anyone on the SERE staff.  The debriefings with the psychologists dealt with the overall experience of her captivity and they were pleased that she related the stories of tribe life and that it wasn’t all tainted by the harsh and brutal treatment that she had sustained.  Her medical records, showing the scar tissue on her back, buttocks, and thighs, attested to her testimony about the beatings.
 
   They advised her to follow up in the coming year, possibly years, regarding everything that had happened to her.  “It’s not a quick fix, Captain.  The things that have happened to you can sneak up on you at the oddest times,” he advised.  “Don’t be brave.  It could adversely affect your relationship with your wife,” he’d noted how well they got along.  “It could also affect your career as PTSD comes up when you least expect it.”
 
   Marsha understood that, but at the moment she really didn’t care.  She was nervous about the resumed interrogation she was going to have to undergo the following day now that the reports were in.
 
   The SERE representative had offered her the services of a chaplain as well.
 
   “Oh, hell no,” she told him succinctly.  “They didn’t want to marry us.  They won’t acknowledge my marriage.  I want nothing to do with them.”  That ended that.
 
   “Do we know why a processing team chief was not assigned?” the psychologist directed this question to Lance.
 
   “No, we don’t.  We also don’t know why the army disregarded a lot of the steps of processing Captain Gagliano.”
 
   The psychologist made notes in his report.  He was very unhappy with the apparent disregard for protocol that this case had engendered.  Something wasn’t right.  “I suppose we could call you the escort officer in this case.”
 
   “I’m also her liaison officer and legal defense, but I was sent by Jag and more precisely by General Biggins.”
 
   “General Biggins?” his eyebrows rose at the name.  “That is impressive.”  He turned to Marsha and asked, “And how do you know General Biggins?”
 
   “I don’t,” she admitted.
 
   “Yes, she told me back in Kabul that she didn’t know him.  Colonel…” he began and then something clicked into place for him.  Colonel Kodel hadn’t wanted him to go to Kabul to help Captain Gagliano and Biggins had insisted. 
 
   “Yes, Colonel, what?” the psychologist asked.
 
   He shook his head.  “Sorry, lost my train of thought,” he lied.  “Could I also be considered her processing team chief as I’ve been looking into things for her?” he asked to distract the man who was looking at him suspiciously.
 
   Nodding, the man added some more things in his notes.
 
   “Since they skirted Phase I and Phase II of Operation Yellow Ribbon, is it possible during Phase III that you or your staff could be present for the rest of the debriefing?” Lance asked.
 
   Nodding, the man looked up.  “Try to keep me away.”  He was very disturbed about this whole thing.  Captain Gagliano had not been handled correctly, not at all.  Captain McKellan was keeping something from him and the rest of the people anxiously waiting for his and his staff’s evaluation reports were keeping something from them all.  He too was anxious to get to the bottom of this.  He watched as Lance got on his cell phone as soon as he left his office.
 
   The much-anticipated debriefing scheduled for the following day was going to have to wait.  Captain Marsha Gagliano went into labor that night.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
    
 
   Marsha had reluctantly called her parents the week before.  She knew that letting them know of her situation was only fair.  They were grieving and they didn’t even know she was alive.  She debated on it long and hard though.  She was so angry about what they had pulled on her wife, she wanted to shut them out, let them suffer.  It was the psychologist who pointed out that she wasn’t thinking clearly or rationally.  Finally, taking a deep breath, and with Heather looking on, she called after the children had gone to bed so they wouldn’t interrupt.
 
   “Hello?” the familiar voice felt warm and friendly.  She was actually relieved to hear it.  She had expected another voice to answer the phone, had in fact braced herself for it.
 
   “Dad?”
 
   “Who is this?”
 
   “Dad, it’s Marsha.”
 
   There was a pause and then he got angry.  “I don’t know who this is, but if this is some kind of sick joke…”
 
   “No, Dad, it really is me.  I’m home.  I’m with Heather.”  She didn’t know if she wanted to mention the children, not yet.  The silence was long and she thought she had lost the connection for a moment.  “Hello?  Dad are you there?”
 
   “Yes, I’m here,” he answered, but Marsha could hear something strange in his voice.  It sounded like emotion.
 
   “It’s really me.  I finally escaped and made my way to Kabul.”
 
   “How long have you been home?”
 
   Marsha debated on whether she should lie or not.  She suspected he was asking because he wanted something to say rather than a true desire to know the timeline.  “A couple of weeks,” she hedged.
 
   “Why didn’t you call sooner?  Why didn’t the army call us?  We could have come and picked you up!  We could have brought you home.”
 
   “Dad, I am home.”  She glanced up to see Heather rolling her eyes and turning away in annoyance.  She nearly laughed at her wife’s reaction to the one-sided conversation.
 
   
 
  

“Who is it, Lawrence?” she heard her mother’s voice in the background and almost cringed.
 
   “It’s Marsha,” he said and Marsha could hear something that sounded suspiciously like tears in his voice.
 
   “That’s not funny, Lawrence!  Who is it?”  Her mother’s angry voice came clearly through the line.
 
   “I’m not kidding, MaryBeth.  It’s really Marsha,” he protested and Marsha could hear something was going on.
 
   “Dad?  What’s going on?” she asked, only to hear her mother come on the line.  It was then she realized her mother must have taken the phone away from her dad.
 
   “Hello?  Who is this?” the voice grated on Marsha’s nerves immediately.
 
   “Hi, Mom.  It’s Marsha.  I’m back.”  She tried to sound chipper and happy to hear her mother’s voice, but she really felt tense.  The baby moved, sensing her anxiety.  Heather reached out and took her free hand in her own and started caressing it, squeezing it to let Marsha know that she was there for her through this.
 
   “Marsha?  Oh, my gawd!  Where are you?  Are you at the base?  Are you in Afghanistan?  Where are you?  We’ll come and get you.  We’ll bring you home.”  She didn’t pause and said it all in one breath.
 
   Marsha waited for her mother to pause and when it wasn’t forthcoming she interrupted, cringing as she did so.  “I am home, Mom.  I’m here with Heather.”
 
   “I meant we’d bring you here, home,” she stressed, ignoring the reference to Heather.  “Is Hayley there with you?”
 
   Where else would her daughter be?  “Of course, Mom.  Heather and Hayley are both here,” she answered calmly.  Some of the old smart aleck in her wanted to say they were out earning a living by hooking or something, but she knew the joke would fall flat on her mother’s ears and then she would have to deal with a lecture on her smart mouth.
 
   “Well, we’ll leave tomorrow and come get you,” she stated, as though it were a fact and no one would debate it.  “Your father will gas up the car and I’ll pack….”
 
   “Mom, I can’t leave,” she interrupted, knowing that was a chancy thing to do.  Her mother never liked to be interrupted, considering it rude.  She didn’t, however, let anyone else speak, so it was hard not to interrupt her.  
 
   “Are you okay?  What did those monsters do to you?  Did they lock you up?  Are you hurt?”
 
   “Mom, I’m still being debriefed,” she told her the lesser of the evils as the baby kicked her, hard.  She pulled her hand from Heather’s to rub and calm the upset baby.  Heather watched her, concerned, knowing how stressful Marsha’s mom could be.
 
   “Oh, the army isn’t done with that nonsense yet?”
 
   Marsha realized her mother had no idea what was involved in being in the army.  She thought they were just glorified guards and there to appear in parades.  She admired that they were in perfect step or that their uniforms shined up so nicely, but she really had no clue what Marsha had done while in the service.  “It can take a while,” she answered, trying to put it in terms that her mother would understand.
 
   “Well, we’ll come for a visit and see Hayley and take you out to…” she began as though Marsha hadn’t spoken.
 
   “Now is not a good time, Mom,” she quickly interrupted again, cringing, knowing one of these times her mother would notice the interruption and berate her for this breech of propriety.  She looked around the small house, wondering where they would put them anyway.  She wondered where they had stayed when they visited Heather and Hayley while she was gone.  She needn’t have wondered as her mother seemed to have read her mind.
 
   “Well, we won’t stay there,” she said in a disparaging tone.  “That woman wouldn’t let us anyway.  We can stay in a hotel and Hayley can use the pool.  Won’t she like that?”
 
   “Mom, now is not a good time.  I’m dealing with a lot.  I just called to let you know I was alive and well,” she rubbed her stomach as she said that and caught Heather’s eye.  Her wife was looking at her apologetically, as though she understood exactly what her mother was saying.
 
   “Well, you should have your family around you at a time like this!”
 
   Marsha realized how many times her mother started a sentence with the word ‘well.’  It was annoying and she found herself focusing in on it, not the outrage of what she was saying.  Thinking about the last thing her mother said had her annoyed.  “I am surrounded by my family,” she pointed out, wondering what her mother would say about the additions she had made to it.  Heather was her wife and Hayley her child.  They were the only family she needed.  For her mother to continue to disparage her wife angered her.
 
   “Yes, but we are the ones that love you,” she answered, perfectly content in her belief that no one could love her daughter like she could.
 
   “Mom, do you even hear yourself?” she exploded.  “Heather is my wife.  She loves me.  And Hayley is OUR daughter.  How dare you dismiss her as though she is merely Hayley’s caregiver?  She is just as much Hayley’s mother as I am.  Just because I gave birth to her doesn’t make me any more the child’s mother than Heather.  Furthermore, I don’t want you here right now because I’m not only dealing with the army and my debriefing, but I also happen to be enormously pregnant and due any day.  I don’t need you or your criticism of my life breathing down my neck.  If you can’t learn to talk to me as an adult, or at least talk about my wife without sneering, we really have nothing more to say to each other!”  She could hear her mother’s intake of breath at the revelations she had just spouted.  She hadn’t meant to tell her like that, but really, how could she tell her she was pregnant or had other children…not in the frame of mind her mother was already in.  She wasn’t just happy that Marsha was alive, she wanted to take over and take her back to their home.  She had a home.  A home with Heather and their children.  
 
   “You’re pregnant?  Again?  Who is the father?  What did those monsters do to you?  How long have you been back?  Were you really away this long?  Was this some trick to keep us away?”
 
   Heather could see the annoyance on Marsha’s face.  She could only imagine what MaryBeth was saying.  That woman could, and frequently did, annoy everyone around her.  She wasn’t even aware of it and always denied it when it was pointed out to her.  How Lawrence, who was a sweetie, put up with her, Heather couldn’t figure out.  They were of a generation that you simply didn’t divorce, so maybe that was it.
 
   “Mom, I’m hanging up now.  I won’t tolerate your verbal assaults.  I’m in a delicate condition….”
 
   Heather nearly choked on her laughter as she snorted.  Marsha had never been in a delicate condition in her life.  She had handled her pregnancy with Hayley with no problems and she was sailing through this one from what she could see.  The doctor had been impressed with how healthy she was despite having no pre-natal care and with everything she had been through.  
 
   Marsha looked at the phone as she disconnected the call.  It rang almost immediately and she picked it up, heard her mother’s voice, and disconnected it again, this time leaving the receiver off the hook.  She studied the phone for a moment until Heather reached out and captured her hand.  To her surprise, Marsha was shaking.
 
   “You okay, babe?” she asked, softly.
 
   Marsha looked up at her, deep brown eyes meeting cornflower blue ones.  “I thought I could take her, but I suddenly felt like Malekah was berating me again.”
 
   Heather sat up imperceptivity, more alert whenever her spouse mentioned the people in Afghanistan who had imprisoned her for so long.  The little she had gleaned from the disk was nothing compared to hearing Marsha talk about it firsthand.  She had reported it on the video, but not with the nuance of feeling and emotion that was evident at this moment.  Heather needed to hear that straight from Marsha as she battled her own need for acceptance of the situation.  It had been good to talk to the psychologists and she suspected she would need to again, but meanwhile she thought she was coping well.  “I’m sure she meant well…” she began, excusing that exasperating woman.
 
   “You really aren’t going to try and defend her are you?” she scoffed.
 
   Heather smiled a little, letting the humor of the situation out in her smile.  “No, I know only too well what your mother can be like.”
 
   “I can only imagine what she did while I was gone,” she sighed deeply and then, realizing Heather wasn’t upset, she too began to smile.  “Maybe you should call your folks?”
 
   Heather chuckled and shook her head.  “No, Christmas cards with Hayley’s pictures are enough for me.  Besides, if I call them they are going to think I’m calling to ask for money.”
 
   “Was it that hard that you had to….”
 
   Shaking her head harder.  “I never asked, but you know how people assume.”  A single mother and the status of her mate unknown…of course she needed money.
 
   “I can only hope that Lance gets things worked out,” she sighed.  “He really seems to be on the ball.”
 
   “We’ll manage,” the blonde said confidently, positive that with Marsha there they would work it out.  She was just so happy to have her home.  So often she had sat in front of the TV after Hayley went to bed to mindlessly forget that she had a lifetime of being alone, of raising their child alone.  In just a short period of time she had a household of children, was enjoying it enormously, and she had her wife back.  “You okay?” she asked again as Marsha’s face scrunched up and she rubbed her belly.
 
   “Yeah, junior here is jumping on my bladder,” she began to get up, “I have to use the bathroom.”
 
   Heather smiled as she watched Marsha waddle toward their bathroom.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Heather locked up for the night and went to the bedroom when Marsha didn’t return to the kitchen where she had phoned her folks.  She found Marsha standing there, looking at the crib that Heather had resurrected from the basement.  She’d brought it upstairs, sanded down the rough spots, and with the children’s help, painted it.
 
   “Those hand prints are adorable,” Marsha stated to the room, sensing Heather’s presence behind her.
 
   “The kids liked it,” she grinned, remembering how their hands dipped into the paint.  She’d had to hold each of them so they didn’t get too generous with the hand prints that now decorated the white crib.  Each child had used a color they had chosen themselves.  Yellow for Hayley who said it was like a hayfield, enjoying the story that Marsha had told her.  Green for Bahir who insisted the plants of spring were very important.  Marsha hadn’t had any gold paint for Amir, but she explained to the little boy that blue was royal.  He had no comprehension of what she meant, but eagerly got his hand dipped in the paint repeatedly as she stamped the print on the wood of the crib.  She explained their new brother or sister would have their hands surrounding them when they slept.  The two girls seemed to understand that.  She knew Amir had no clue, but he had fun and that was what was important as they put things together.  She was enjoying having a little one around the house again and Bahir was a joy with her questions as she learned more words in English.  That reminded Heather, “How did you teach the children English when you were over there?”
 
   Marsha looked up from examining the beautiful crib.  Her eyes got a lost, far-away look when she talked about the past.  She knew from the psychologists that it was important not to suppress these memories, but she still had a hard time talking about it now and then.  Years of being told to be quiet and say nothing had been impressed upon her for too long.  Even the army was having trouble getting information out of her.  Her silence was frustrating everyone, including her.  “I used to play games when I was allowed time with them and I’d use English words.  I had to be careful because Zabi and Melkah both disapproved.”
 
   “Then why do it?” she asked, knowing Marsha had probably been beaten for insolence.
 
   “Because they were mine,” she answered angrily.
 
   Heather was startled.  These mood swings were scary sometimes.  The psychologists had warned her that Marsha had PTSD and there would be problems she would need to work out.  They advised her to be patient, but if they became violent, she was to call for help.
 
   “They weren’t hers,” she continued as she spat it out.  “That dried up old prune couldn’t have children so she confiscated mine, but she couldn’t take care of them all the time.  She was far too important in her own mind within the tribe, so I became the nanny to my own children,” she sobbed slightly.  Heather made a move to take Marsha in her arms, but was halted by a raised hand as the black-haired woman collected herself.  “I had to be careful, but children are sponges.”  She glanced at Heather who nodded.  “Since it was a game, I made it a secret.  I had to defy them where I could, you know?”
 
   Heather nodded again.  “You have to tell them this.”
 
   “Tell who?”
 
   “The army.  They have to know that despite your situation, you defied them.  They need to know you weren’t there willingly.”
 
   Marsha looked long and hard at Heather as she evaluated the words and then nodded.  It made sense.  Inconsequential things like this were what she missed and she was grateful to have such a smart and understanding wife.  She filed this away to discuss it tomorrow with the SERE psychologists who had been talking to her for a week.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Marsha and Heather weren’t surprised to find a note taped to their front door the next day when they returned from the base.  The psychologists had made sure that there was someone to play with the children while both adults met with the psychologists.  Both of them had individual sessions as well as couple’s therapy.  They were able to work through a lot of things that neither knew they were angry about, as well as provide valuable information from Marsha…the small things as she recalled details of her captivity, all information she had thought too insignificant to share.  Heather had been surprised to find out she was angry with her wife.  She’d talked about it with the psychologist assigned to her.  Her homework was to talk about it with her wife.
 
   ‘Dear Marsha, we stopped by, but you didn’t answer the door.  This is childish.  Call us at the Hilton Garden Inn for dinner.  Mom,’ the letter read.
 
   “Oh, God,” Marsha sighed.  She was tired.  The week of psychological conversation, intel extraction, and the repatriation process was supposed to help her decompress.  Instead, she was exhausted and she was sure a lot of it had to do with her pregnancy and not just the mental strain of her situation.  “Just what I need,” she sighed.  She could already feel herself tensing up, just knowing her mother was in the neighborhood.
 
   Heather, struggling to carry Amir who was being a wiggle worm, looked at the note and sighed herself.  With MaryBeth in the vicinity, it would be like walking around landmines.  The slightest pressure and the woman would go off.  “Can we ignore it?” she asked hopefully.
 
   Marsha laughed, a genuine laugh, and leaned her head against her wife’s shoulder.  “Let’s try.”
 
   They weren’t allowed.  They had barely gotten in the door, gotten the children settled, fed, and washed, when the doorbell rang.  The sound of it had Marsha’s heart racing.  She didn’t know why it caused her to do that, but she filed away the reaction as something she might want to tell the psychologists.  The sweaty palms and the heart racing were definitely signs of PTSD and she didn’t understand why.  She was in the living room playing with the kids and waddled to the door to answer it.
 
   “Who is it?” she asked through the door as she put her eye to the peephole.  She saw her mother looking at the door, exasperated, not liking the fact that she had been kept waiting.  It had been a good decision on Marsha and Heather’s part not to provide her parents with a key to their home.  She smiled as she saw her father looking patient and eager.
 
   “Marsha?  You open this door this instant,” her mother commanded.  Through the peephole her distorted visage was even more intimidating.  Marsha wondered how she did that, but she was past being intimidated by her family, much less her mother.  She slowly unlocked the door to open it.  “Oh, you look terrible,” were the first words out of her mother’s mouth as she looked at Marsha.
 
   Marsha, who had changed out of her uniform into sweats and a t-shirt, was not thrilled to see her mother.  Her father, standing behind the woman, just stood there with tears in his eyes.
 
   “Well, aren’t you going to invite us in?” she asked with a strident voice as she attempted to slip past Marsha.
 
   “Mom, I told you not to come,” Marsha tried to block her way, holding the door with her left shoulder as her mother tried to open it.
 
   “Well, I knew that was nonsense as soon as I heard it,” she dismissed.  She tried to push on the door and seemed surprised that Marsha didn’t give way.
 
   “Mom, I told you this was not a good time.  I’m still being debriefed by the army and–”
 
   “Pish posh,” her mother said as she waved away Marsha’s words.  “I’m your mother and I’m here to help.”
 
   “But, Mom, you don’t help, and I would appreciate it if you called and I actually invited you in the future.”
 
   MaryBeth stood back, surprised at Marsha’s words.  For a second she was speechless.  “Is there a reason you don’t want to see us?  Is something wrong with Hayley?  Do you want to explain about that?”  She pointed at the belly sticking out prominently between them.
 
   Marsha sighed, already exasperated by her mother.  Closing her eyes for a moment to gather herself so she wouldn’t go off on the woman, she tried to count to ten.
 
   “What’s wrong?  Is the baby coming?  Are you all right?”
 
   Marsha shook her head and Heather put her hand on her shoulder.  “It’s all right, babe.  I got this,” she said behind her.  Heather pulled the door wider just as MaryBeth pushed, causing her to stumble.  “Whoops, got you there,” she tried to help the woman who pulled back angrily.
 
   “Are you still here?” MaryBeth asked nastily.
 
   “Of course, Mrs. Gagliano.  Where else would I be?”
 
   “Just let me…” she began as she pushed her way into the house, Lawrence following along behind apologetically.  She stopped as she saw the children in the living room.
 
   “Grandma!” Hayley shouted delightedly and came running for hugs and kisses, which the woman bestowed on her willingly.
 
   “Hayley, my girl!  My precious little girl,” she gushed nauseatingly.
 
   Marsha started to grind her teeth as her mother’s tone set them on edge.
 
   “Hey, cupcake,” Lawrence leaned in to give Marsha a sideways hug.
 
   “Hey, Daddy,” she sighed as the one parent she did like touched her.
 
   “And who is this?” he asked, his deep voice rumbling in pleasure as he hugged Hayley.  
 
   MaryBeth would have taken all the hugs and kisses, but the little girl squirmed out of her embrace to hug her grandfather.  As MaryBeth straightened up, she saw two more children in the living room.  It was obvious they were somehow related as she saw Marsha in both of them.  Her startled glance took in the children and the mess they had created, then looked back accusingly first at Heather, and then at her own daughter.  “Who are they?  Have you taken in strays?  It’s not like you can afford to do that.  Are they the father’s children?  I really think you should rethink this before you adopt them.”
 
   Marsha stiffened up even more from the bombardment.  “Mom, they are my children and not ‘the father’s,’” she made quotation marks with her fingers.  “Heather and I are going to raise them together.”
 
   Heather smiled and put her arm around the proud and now stiff Marsha, showing unity.
 
   “I really don’t understand why you didn’t call us sooner.  It’s obvious something needs to be done here.  I mean, look at this place…” she went on and on, gesturing with her hands, but both Heather and Marsha had stopped listening.  With three young children, the formerly clean living room was now a mess.  The two moms would clean it up again once the children were asleep, but until then it would be pointless.
 
   “Dad,” Marsha started, turning away from her mother’s incessant prattling.  “You two can only stay this evening.  I don’t have the time for this and I am still being debriefed.”  She smiled as he nodded, his eyes still full of tears at seeing his precious daughter alive.
 
   “When are you due?” he asked pointedly, looking at the bulge of her stomach and thinking how ghastly the clothes looked on her.
 
   “Any day,” she smiled, her hand going automatically to the roundness and petting it for good luck.
 
   “I think you have something to tell us?” his eyebrow raised at the two other children and he smiled.
 
   “Not only that young lady, but you…” her mother interjected and prattled on.
 
   “MaryBeth, if you would let someone get a word in edgewise, perhaps Marsha and Heather could explain about our latest grandchildren,” Lawrence grumbled forcefully.
 
   “Don’t you take that tone with me!  I’ll have you know….”
 
   “Mom,” Marsha tried, but was ignored.  “Mother...” she tried again.  When that didn’t work she finally shouted, “SHUT UP ALREADY!”
 
   Shocked, MaryBeth was quiet for all of five seconds.  They could all see the steam rising as she prepared to lambaste her daughter.
 
   “If you want to know about me, about our children, then you are going to have to remain quiet.  If you can’t, you can leave now,” Marsha threatened, grabbing the door and holding it.
 
   MaryBeth was furious.  People who interrupted were rude.  She couldn’t understand that people didn’t want to hear her opinions.  After all, she knew….  She realized that her daughter was serious.  Without answering, she marched to the couch to sit down, removing some child’s toy.  She picked it up with her two fingers, eyeing it distastefully for germs.  Bahir and Amir stared at the intruder and looked up at Heather and Marsha.  Hayley, ignoring the nastiness, resumed playing and soon the other two joined her.
 
   “Come on, Dad.  I have some people to introduce you to,” Marsha said cajolingly.
 
   “You certainly do,” he said with a smile.  ‘The understatement of the year,’ he thought as he embraced her again, thrilled to see her alive and healthy.  The two children watching them looked a lot like her with her big brown eyes and he was smiling as he turned to walk with his daughter towards them.
 
   “Bahir,” she indicated the little girl, “and Amir,” she indicated the little boy, “are my children that I had while in captivity.”
 
   MaryBeth went to open her mouth, saw the warning look from both her daughter and husband, and closed it with an audible snap.
 
   “They’re beautiful,” Lawrence said and continued to smile at them, not wishing to frighten them.  “Do they speak English?”
 
   “Yes, Daddy, they do; however, they aren’t used to you yet, so I don’t know if they’ll come to you.”  She turned to the children that were still staring.  “This is my dad, my papa, and this,” she indicated MaryBeth who sat there with a disapproving stare, “is my mom, my moray,” she explained.  Both children looked from the big, bluff man who smiled at them, to the disapproving woman who sat on the couch staring at them.
 
   “Anyway, Dad, sit down,” Marsha invited, her arm still around Heather who indicated that she should sit first.  Heather sat on the arm of the couch as the adults watched the children.  Bahir and Amir returned to play with Hayley.  They were playing with Legos and seemed very intent on building.  The children were fascinated with the little bricks.
 
   “Why didn’t you answer my note,” MaryBeth finally found her voice to ask accusingly.
 
   “Mom, I told you I’ve been busy.  I was being debriefed by the SERE and….”
 
   “I’m sure the army can make time for your parents!” she assured Marsha with a knowledgeable tone.
 
   “No, they can’t.  I have to give them information they desperately need.  It may be crucial to them over there, I don’t know, but my duty is first and foremost to the army.”
 
   “I don’t know why.  They haven’t been very helpful to your father and I.  They didn’t even inform us you were alive.  Why, when I think of–”
 
   “Mom, this is a very delicate situation.  I was held for five years.  You see three of the results of that,” she indicated the two children playing intently and then rubbed her stomach.  The baby was acting up again, sensing her unease and upset.  “They aren’t about to march over and inform you that I’m alive after the way you broadcast my disappearance all over TV.”
 
   “When I think of how helpful those poor reporters were,” she began again, not deterred by Marsha’s interruption.
 
   “Helpful?  You may have jeopardized my safety over there.  Fortunately, I was held by people who didn’t have televisions.”  She stopped herself from revealing too much.
 
   “Held?  I’d say you had a very good time of it over there,” she indicated the children.  “I don’t see why it was all such a big secret…”
 
   “Mom, don’t you get it?” Marsha was suddenly angry at her mother’s dismissive attitude.  “I was raped.  I was continually assaulted every time I tried to escape.  They took delight in hurting me.  Getting me pregnant was a bonus.”
 
   Heather put her arm around Marsha and squeezed her shoulder in warning.  Getting upset wasn’t good for the baby or for Marsha.  She also knew that providing MaryBeth with too much information would be detrimental to anything that Marsha might accomplish.
 
   Marsha realized what Heather was communicating with the squeeze and got hold of herself.  “I was not over there for pleasure.  My helicopter went down.  It was not by choice,” she assured her mother and looked at her father who looked shocked at what she had revealed.  
 
   “I’ll have you know that nice reporter from Channel 9 News will be delighted to hear…” she began, thrilled to have some gossip to share on the news, certain she would be the center of attention once again.  She’d been delighted by the attention they had gotten over their daughter’s disappearance and relished the fame among their friends at all the interviews they gave.
 
   “No, Mom, you can’t say a word until the army says it’s okay,” Marsha tried to explain, but she could see the glint in her mother’s eye and knew it was hopeless.  She’d be on the phone tomorrow, disregarding protocol.  She tried anyway.  “If word of my appearance makes it on the news and they hear it over there…” she began.
 
   “You already said they didn’t have television, so how are they going to hear?” she pointed out reasonably.
 
   “They have friends and I’m sure they are looking all over for me.”
 
   “Pssht, those backwoods rednecks won’t be able to find you over here,” she dismissed.
 
   “Those ‘backwoods rednecks’ as you call them,” she made the quotation marks to emphasize what she was about to say, “have been fighting Americans and Russians for decades and winning.”
 
   “They can’t possibly win against our superior firepower.”
 
   Marsha gave up.  She couldn’t argue with someone so set in their own ideals and way of life, one who couldn’t fathom that technology and modern warfare meant nothing to those people.  They would and they could win a war…and they had kept her hidden for five years.  They would and they could find her if they wanted.  She swallowed as she looked at her three children playing.
 
   “Now, we should plan a family picnic so I can invite…” her mother started again, making plans.
 
   “I can’t,” Marsha tried saying several times to no avail.  One of the many reasons she had joined the army was to escape this woman.  Having her close enough that she could hop in a car and drive to her house wasn’t something she relished.  She let the woman plan on.  After an hour, the children were getting restless and Heather squeezed her shoulder again to remind her that they needed to get to bed, not just the children, but the adults as well.
 
   “Well, Mom, it was nice of you to visit, but we have to get the kids to bed,” she began, trying to get her mother to leave.
 
   “Oh, I’ll help,” she assured her.
 
   “No, Mrs. Gagliano.  We have a system,” Heather tried interjecting.
 
   “I’m sure you do dear, but I know best,” she assured her condescendingly.
 
   “Mom, it’s best that we follow our system so the kids go to bed on time and in the same way.  Heather reads to them and I–”
 
   “Well, when you were little I just told you to go to bed and there was none of that reading nonsense.”
 
   “Yes, Mom, I remember; however, it’s been a long day and I have another tomorrow….”
 
   “Can’t you take a day off?  After all, we came all this way to see you and Hayley.”
 
   “No, Mom.  I can’t take a day off.  There is no such thing as a day off in the military.  I’m sure you remember that.”  She looked to her father who smiled and nodded.  He was always so oblivious to his wife’s rude mutterings.
 
   “Well, I’ll have you know…” she began again and Marsha had had enough.  
 
   She got up from the couch, which wasn’t an easy feat in her condition, but she still managed it fairly gracefully.  “Well, Mom, it was nice of you to visit, but now you need to go,” she told her bluntly.
 
   “I’m sure we can arrange dinner or something after your work tomorrow,” she tried sweetly as she reluctantly got up.
 
   “No, Mom.  I don’t think so,” Marsha said smoothly, trying to contain her temper.
 
   Lawrence put his hand to the small of his wife’s back, giving her a slight push, realizing, perhaps belatedly, that his daughter and her wife were trying to get rid of them.
 
   “Say goodbye to your Grandma and Grandpa,” Heather told the children, particularly Hayley who would understand.
 
   The little girl, having heard the anger in the adult’s voices, was a little reluctant.  She could remember very well how confused Grandma had made her feel.  She didn’t understand it, but Heather had always been her comfort when she returned home.  She gave both her grandparents a reluctant hug goodbye.
 
   “Dad, see if you can keep this out of the media,” Marsha warned him in an undertone, her mother having left without saying anything to her.  After all, her daughter wasn’t of further use to her at this moment and it didn’t revolve around her.
 
   “I’ll do what I can, sweetheart,” he promised, knowing how ineffectual he could be.  He saw the pride his daughter had in her children and knew he couldn’t subject her to the legions of reporters that would descend if his wife opened her mouth.  He’d do what he could.
 
   Marsha gave her father a sideways hug.
 
   “You let us know when this one is about to arrive,” he teased her as he poked her belly.
 
   “I’ll do that, Daddy,” she promised as she grinned and let him out of the house.  Her mother was already standing impatiently by the car.  “That woman could cause an avalanche,” she muttered as she waved to them as they left.  She turned to see that Heather already had taken the children to the bedroom.  She was telling them a bedtime story in the tent they had made in the room.  She smiled, wondering if Hayley had slept even one night in her own bed since her siblings had arrived.  She sighed.  They really needed to get some more beds.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
    
 
   “Babe, are you okay?” Heather watched Marsha anxiously that night.
 
   Marsha looked up from where she was sitting on the couch, rubbing her stomach unconsciously as she watched television.  She was surprised at the shows that were on and was avidly watching a TV drama that featured lawyers.  The lead prosecutor was hot.  She didn’t tell her wife she had a major crush on the woman, although they would both laugh over it.  “Yeah, why?”
 
   “You look uncomfortable.”
 
   “Oh, it’s just the lasagna.  I don’t think junior here,” she rubbed harder, “likes Italian.”
 
   “He or she better like Italian since you’re the mama,” she quipped with a grin as she leaned over to give her wife a kiss.  “I like Italian.”
 
   Marsha smiled as she returned the kiss wholeheartedly.  She had missed this kind of closeness.  She had missed affection.  She wished she could be more intimate with her wife, but just being held, cuddling in bed at night, was all they had.  She had tried to initiate more, but Heather wanted to wait until after the baby was born and things weren’t so one-sided.  At first, Marsha had been offended.  She was pregnant, not sexually dead, but she suspected Heather had spoken to the psychologists and her PTSD over being raped might be part of it all.  In her mind, or at least what she had told the SERE psyches was that it was absolutely and totally different.  Zabi had been a man, her wife was a woman…it didn’t compare.  They assured her that was a major factor, however sex and the violence put upon her and her body may cause flare-ups.  They advised caution.
 
   Marsha wasn’t so horny in these last few weeks that she couldn’t wait.  She hoped to resume a fairly normal relationship with her wife.  She couldn’t believe how understanding and kind Heather had been; however, she had known her wife was a keeper, a one-in-a-million kind of woman.  She loved everything about her.  She smiled up at her after she pulled away from the kiss.  “I love you,” she responded to her.
 
   Heather smiled in return and caressed the side of her wife’s face.  She had missed the easy intimacy between them.  She hadn’t realized that years without the touch of another adult human being had been so missed until she had it again.  Cuddling nightly with her wife, feeling the life growing in her, had touched her to the core.  She wasn’t letting this woman go again, not without a fight.  The army could do what it wanted, this was her wife and she wasn’t going anywhere.  She still blamed them, switching it from the anger she had felt towards her wife for being gone.  The psychologists she had spoken to helped explain it.  The transference was normal since Marsha was an innocent victim.  Heather noticed her wife shift uncomfortably again.
 
   “Are you sure you are okay?” she asked.
 
   “Yeah,” she dismissed.
 
   “Are you having labor pains?”  She looked at her suspiciously.
 
   “No, it’s the lasagna.  It doesn’t want to behave and I’m having heartburn,” she lamented.
 
   “How do you know it’s not the baby.  Why blame the lasagna?” she teased.
 
   “I’ve had babies before.  I think I could tell the difference between lasagna pains from indigestion and labor pains.”  She looked at her wife in amusement and then her mind returned to the television show they were watching.
 
   Heather didn’t disagree, not wishing to get in an argument with her wife, but she watched her, not the TV show.  Watching Marsha’s discomfort, the blonde began to time it.  When the ‘discomfort’ got to be five minutes apart, she spoke up.  “Um, babe,” she waited for Marsha to look up.  “I think you are in labor,” she then explained her timing.
 
   “Can’t it wait?  The show is on…” she gestured to the TV.
 
   “I don’t think the baby is going to wait,” she laughed at her as she got up to call the babysitter she had arranged.  It was a gal she used occasionally to watch Hayley.  She had been introduced to Bahir and Amir so that they wouldn’t be frightened by her presence.  She was an army wife too and had a little boy who was four, but he didn’t get on well with Hayley.  He was simply too bossy to the older little girl.  She would be bringing him with her as she agreed to come right over.
 
   “I think you are overreacting,” Marsha told her during a commercial as Heather brought out the packed suitcase with her things.
 
   “Maybe, but being prepared isn’t a bad thing, is it?”
 
   “The show is almost over.  Shhh,” her wife admonished as her gaze returned to the TV.  Just then, a pain rippled through her abdomen and back.  She gasped at its intensity.
 
   “Doing okay there, sport?” Heather asked, concerned.  She’d been through this before with her and Hayley and knew the signs.  Still, her wife was stubborn.
 
   “This doesn’t feel very sporting,” she complained as she breathed through the pain.  She recognized this one as a real contraction.  The pain was too specific and too intense to ignore anymore.  It hadn’t increased by small measures, but had come on full-blown in her mind, and she was trying not to panic.  The tribe had her squat to give birth.  She was looking forward to giving birth in a modern facility on the base.
 
   “Never is,” she agreed with a smile as she sat down, not to watch television, but to watch her wife and how she was progressing.
 
   “Don’t stare.  It’s rude to stare,” she joked as she finished breathing through the pain.
 
   “You sound like your mother,” she retorted with a smile.
 
   “Oh, don’t you start,” she snapped as she relaxed and resumed watching the show.
 
   “At least it came during a commercial,” Heather put in sarcastically as she tried to ignore her wife twitching in uncomfortable silence.  She hated that about Marsha, her ability to be silent at odd times.  She had discussed that with the psychologists too, her anger over her wife not sharing her experiences.  They had explained some of it was due to the army and their debriefing of her, which she couldn’t share.  Some of it was just Marsha’s nature, which seemed to be intensified since her capture.  She simply needed to stay silent to save herself from beatings.  Her silence had probably saved her life on more than one occasion and it was now ingrained.
 
   They waited through a couple more contractions before a knock on the door revealed Janet, who was carrying a sleepy, little boy named Eric.   “Shhh,” she warned as she whispered.  “Where can I lay him?”
 
   “How about right here on the couch?” Heather offered and quickly went to get sheets and a blanket for the little boy.
 
   “How are you doing?” she asked Marsha, seeing her rub her stomach.
 
   “I’d just like to finish my show and then we can go,” she answered as she shifted to a more comfortable position, breathing through her nose to help with the pain.  Those cleansing breaths she had learned during Hayley’s pregnancy did help on a lot of levels, and not just with childbirth.  She momentarily thought of other times she had used that technique and then firmly pushed them down in her psyche so as not to mar this moment.  She didn’t need to think of Zabi and his brutality at this time.  She concentrated on her belly and sent good thoughts to the child who would soon be born.  She heard Heather return and watched as she quickly made a bed for Eric.  The child was a spoiled brat, but as an only child Janet tended to smother him with affection and he got away with murder.  Still, they needed someone here to watch the kids when they got up and Heather was going with her to the hospital.
 
   “I’ll be right back,” Heather said as she touched Marsha’s shoulder and headed into the kitchen to make another phone call.
 
   Marsha tried to watch the last of her show.  There had been enough interruptions and she was annoyed to lose some of the storyline.  She didn’t know why it was so important to her to follow the TV show, but maybe not having seen any shows in all those years, she missed it.  She did have one good moment when the female lead got all sexy with her male counterpart and she got to see her in a revealing teddy.  The black teddy against her white skin made it all worthwhile.
 
   “Ready to go?” Heather asked cheerfully.
 
   “It’s almost over…” she pointed to the TV where the two lovers were moving to the bed after kissing heatedly.  She sounded irritable.
 
   Heather tried not to roll her eyes, but her wife wouldn’t have seen it anyway as she turned back to the screen.
 
   “Oh, I love this show!  The characters are–” began Janet, but Marsha shushed her a little rudely and the woman subsided into surprised quiet.  She glanced from Marsha to Heather who shrugged, and then back to the scene on the television, which shortly faded out and went to a commercial.
 
   “There we go,” Marsha said as she began to pull herself out of the chair and up onto her feet.
 
   “Need help?” her wife offered.
 
   “Nope, I got this.”
 
   Heather watched as her stubborn wife pulled herself to the edge of the deep-seated recliner and after struggling, got to her feet, only to bend over with a gasp as a pain hit her again.  They waited it out, letting Marsha deal with it before the two of them headed through the kitchen.  Heather carried Marsha’s suitcase to the garage.  “I’ll call you,” Heather said to Janet before they left the living room.  The woman just nodded, still stunned a little, and perhaps miffed over Marsha’s rudeness.  She couldn’t help but compare her husband being away for the army to Marsha’s captivity and it annoyed her.
 
   “Let’s get this show on the road,” Heather tried to joke as she helped Marsha into the car.
 
   “Let’s hope The Wreck starts!” Marsha joked back, already another pain was starting and she knew she had left it too long…they were coming faster.  That damn TV show would probably be repeated later in the season anyway.  She hoped so.  She had missed enough of it this evening and she wanted a look at that teddy again.  Maybe she could buy one like that for Heather someday.
 
   Surprisingly, The Wreck started on only the second try and they carefully pulled out of the garage.
 
   “You’re driving like an old woman,” Marsha barked at her wife as she gripped the dashboard and the door armrest with her fingers, trying to breathe through the pain.
 
   “I’m driving at a safe speed in order to get you there safely.  It wouldn’t do to get in a wreck on the way to the hospital, now would it?”
 
   “Probably.  Get me there faster!”
 
   Heather tried not to take it personally.  After all, her wife was in pain from the birth of what would be their fourth child.  She tried not to think of how it was conceived.  She tried not to resent that she hadn’t been part of the decision to have three more children.  It wasn’t her fault.  It wasn’t Marsha’s fault.  The psychologists had been wonderful with her problems over it.  She hadn’t been one to assign blame anyway, but how could she help it when her wife was giving birth to a product of rape?  She kept telling herself that the man who had caused this was far away and wouldn’t ever know these children he had caused.  They were theirs, hers and Marsha’s, and he had unknowingly provided them with what they really wanted…a large family.  She also conveniently forgot about the sperm they had on file for when it was time for Heather to have a baby.  She still wanted that, but hadn’t the nerve to bring it up to her wife…not yet.  The timing hadn’t been great since she got back.
 
   They were soon pulling up in front of the hospital.  Heather had called ahead so that Marsha’s doctor, a woman by the name of Doctor Cook, would know she was in labor and could be ready.  Someone ran out with a wheelchair and they helped the straining Marsha into it.  “I think this kid is already coming out,” she got out through the pain she was in.
 
   “Oh, no.  Not in the ambulance bay,” the man behind the wheelchair teased.  “We don’t want that!” he took her and rushed off as Heather went to park The Wreck.
 
   Heather quickly followed inside, but there was no sign of her wife.  They gave her a slight hassle before revealing they had taken her immediately back to the birthing rooms.  Heather had a hard time finding them, but fortunately she had been there once before for Hayley and the confusing corridors at least seemed familiar.  She knew part of the problem was that they were a same-sex couple and it was like the people were deliberately making it harder.  She had to explain time and time again that Marsha was her wife, and then she had to deal with their blank stares of incomprehension over and over.  It was frustrating, and by the time she found Marsha, was gowned, and got into the room with her, the black-haired woman was yelling.
 
   “What the fuck is wrong with you people?  Get this out of me!”
 
   Heather was shocked at the language.  Her wife, while being in the army and hearing choice language from the people she associated with, never spoke like that otherwise.  She knew it was something she was unaware of at the moment, and if she had known, would be immediately contrite.  Looking at her ranting at the doctor and nurses, maybe not.  She looked like a wild woman, her curly hair already streaming down her face and clinging to her due to the sweat.
 
   “Where the fuck were you?” she asked as Heather took her hand.
 
   Heather nearly cringed, not only at the language addressed towards her, but at Marsha’s grip on her hand.  The woman had no idea of her own strength.
 
   “Traffic,” she replied, using humor to deflect the hurt.
 
   “It’s crowning,” was heard.
 
   “Push, baby,” Heather encouraged.
 
   “What the fuck do you think I’ve been doing?” she managed to get out despite the pain.  She gasped as she attempted to push the bowling ball out from between her legs.  She heard the baby begin to cry and it encouraged her.  “What is it, a boy or a girl?” she eagerly asked.  She, like Hayley, hoped it would be a boy to even things up in the house.  Poor Amir was inundated by female estrogen in that household.
 
   “Well, they don’t put the sex on the head so you are going to have to give me a few more strong pushes,” Doctor Cook said sarcastically, but with enough humor that they all either laughed or smiled at her reply.  She’d probably said it a million times to other mothers.
 
   Marsha complied, pushing as though her life depended on it, feeling a gush of fluid as the baby slipped from her body.  She also felt a mighty pain as her body contracted again and again, releasing the muscles from the birth of the child.  
 
   Doctor Cook looked up and smiled.  “You have a boy,” she announced proudly and held him up.  “Would you like to hold him?”
 
   Marsha looked at the crying baby, bloody and covered with amniotic fluid, blood, and gunk, and shook her head.  “No,” she said clearly and distinctly.
 
   Heather looked startled and glanced at the doctor.  She remembered Marsha hadn’t wanted to hold Hayley either.
 
   “Don’t worry about it, this frequently happens,” Doctor Cook assured her as she reached for the scissors.  “You want to cut the cord?” she offered Heather who eagerly stepped forward, releasing Marsha’s hand as her wife collapsed, exhausted, against the bed.  Marsha looked up at the ceiling, relieved it was over as another pain came over her and she gasped.  Quickly handing the baby off to a nurse to clean, the doctor turned back to her patient.  “Another push and we can get the placenta out and finish up with this.”
 
   Marsha was sick of this already and complied, but only to get them to stop telling her to push.  She was tired.  She wanted to be clean and warm and forget this part of having children.  If she never had another child, she’d be happy about it.  She was done, so done, and she could remember having Amir and Bahir taken away from her.  Strangely, she suddenly wanted to feel this child in her arms.  After pushing out the placenta, she watched as the nurses and Heather fussed over the infant.
 
   “May I hold him now?” she called, weakly.
 
   Surprised, Heather turned, a now clean and swaddled baby in her arms.  She walked over with a big smile, her eyes suspiciously moist as unshed tears filled them.  “He’s beautiful,” she said to her wife as she helped her hold him.
 
   “What should we call him?” Marsha asked instead of disagreeing with her wife.  Newborns were not beautiful.  They were squashed, red, and bloated from birth.  They would look better within a day.  They didn’t get interesting, at least to Marsha, until they started looking around and seeing things.  She’d missed out on Hayley walking and learning to talk.  She’d missed some of it with Bahir and Amir.  She wouldn’t miss any of it with this child if she could prevent it.
 
   “We once talked about naming a boy after my father,” Heather suggested hesitantly.
 
   Marsha looked at the dark features of her baby.  He looked nothing like her wife and wouldn’t with her Italian heritage and Zabi’s Middle-Eastern or Asian contribution.  She smiled.  It didn’t matter.  He was theirs.  “Hello, Liam,” she said as she looked down at her son.
 
   “Liam Lawrence?” Heather asked, including Marsha’s father.  She had adored her father, and her stepdad, while a good man, wasn’t the same.
 
   “Isn’t that too many Ls?” she asked, thinking of how that would sound.
 
   “I don’t know.  I think it sounds impressive.”
 
   Marsha wouldn’t argue with her wife, not at a time like this.  So, Liam Lawrence Gagliano it was to be.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   “God, I’m tired,” Marsha sighed when she was back in the room they assigned her.
 
   “I imagine so.  That came quick,” Heather smiled at her wife.  They’d cleaned her up, assuring her it had been a good birth and that she would be able to have more children if she wanted.  Heather distinctly heard, “Hell, no,” from her wife.
 
   “I’m just glad that’s over,” she sighed again.  “Can you help me get in the shower?”
 
   “I don’t think…” she began and then quickly went around the bed as Marsha swung her feet over the edge.  “You shouldn’t….”
 
   “I know I shouldn’t, but I can’t stand how sticky I feel.  They never get all the sweat off and I feel gross…all over.”
 
   “Should I get a nurse?” she worried.  What if Marsha collapsed, or bled out, or gushed, or something….
 
   “You’ve seen me naked,” she pointed out.
 
   Heather gulped.  Of course she had.  She’d seen Marsha in the shower and knew her bath-loving wife was only biding her time until she could use the tub again.  She’d looked beautiful with her full body carrying their son.  She knew that nothing would deter Marsha from taking the shower she now desired, so all she could do was help or get out of the way.  If something happened, there was that red button thing….
 
   Marsha felt wonderful standing under the hot spray, allowing it to get hotter than she had at home because she had been afraid of harming the baby.  It still wasn’t hot enough.  The hospital must have some gauge on it and she looked up at the shower, annoyed because it wasn’t hot enough.  She hadn’t showered in five years, using the sponge bath method when they weren’t near a stream, or simply going without.  The tribe didn’t mind body odors.  Her Westernized nose told a different story.  She relished modern conveniences as she held onto the safety bar and let the water pour down her dirty body.  She quickly washed her hair and sweaty body of the film.  She watched, concerned, as clots of blood fell out of her body and swished down the drain.  When she had pushed the limits and felt a little faint, she quickly turned off the water and used the towel Heather handed her.  She dried her body, sitting on the toilet as she put on her underwear and the large pad to catch the blood.  Heather found another set of gowns and helped her into one facing towards her back and another facing the front so she would be fully covered.
 
   “Feel better?” Heather asked brightly once Marsha was back in her bed and brushing out her wet hair.  She knew she felt better knowing that nothing had happened in that ill-advised shower.  Patients were supposed to wait.
 
   “Much,” she said with a huge yawn.  “Care to cuddle?” she offered as she scooted over on the hospital bed.
 
   Not needing to be asked twice, and relishing the closeness, Heather hopped up and just held Marsha until she fell asleep.  Then she gently got off the bed and pulled up the covers, watching as the beautiful woman that was her wife slept on.  She marveled at the strength of this woman who had just given birth to their fourth child.  She knew that none of these children were biologically hers, but she also knew that it didn’t take biology to make them hers.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Later, while Marsha slept, Heather went to the nursery.  She was looking at the various babies through the windows, thinking that this was like a zoo exhibit when Captain McKellan came up behind her.
 
   “Which one is yours?” he asked.
 
   Startled, she smiled.  Liam was hers, wasn’t he?  Marsha had married her to share her life and her children.  She pointed out the blue bundle of joy.  “How did you know?” she asked, wondering.
 
   “You weren’t aware that Marsha was under surveillance?”
 
   She looked at him in surprise, losing her smile.  “What?  Where?  When?”  She suddenly felt like MaryBeth, asking questions so quickly he didn’t have time to answer.
 
   “She had to be, coming from Afghanistan.  It’s a passive surveillance to make sure she isn’t in contact with anyone she shouldn’t be.”
 
   “Who in the world would she be in contact with?”
 
   He shrugged, knowing that Marsha wasn’t the enemy.  “They have to make sure.”
 
   “Are our phones tapped too?” she wondered aloud angrily.
 
   “Of course not,” he answered immediately, but his tone lacked conviction.  He had no idea how far up this went.  He only knew that some pretty high brass was involved and they weren’t talking, just making sure she was going to be questioned.  That reminded him of the other reason he was here.  “I have some bad news.  Is she awake?”
 
   “She wasn’t when I left, but she might be now.  What bad news?”  She started to walk back towards Marsha’s room, the captain falling into step beside her.
 
   “I have to tell her first,” he told her apologetically.
 
   Marsha was awake and was eating from the look of things.  “Do they think people want to eat this?”  She showed them congealed gravy, which matched the pudding she had opened.  It was disgusting!  She shouldn’t complain though.  She would have been grateful for some of this a few months ago, even with much less taste.
 
   “I think it’s supposed to build up your strength,” Heather told her helpfully.
 
   “Not this,” she put down her spoon.  “Where ya been?”
 
   “Checking on Liam,” she smiled and then sat down to hear what the captain had to say.
 
   “Captain McKellan, nice of you to visit,” Marsha said with a weary smile.
 
   “You’re looking good, considering,” he cleared his throat uncomfortably, feeling awkward about what she must have gone through.
 
   “Yeah, well, we women have reservoirs of strength you men haven’t even fathomed,” she teased.  
 
   She looked very tired and he wanted to get this over quickly.  “I’m sure you do.  My wife would agree.  I have some unfortunate news.  Now that you have given birth, the army is giving you two days to recover before they require you to appear for questioning.”
 
   Marsha blinked.  Two days?  That wasn’t very generous.  Whatever they were looking for they were obviously not being very patient.
 
   “That’s not enough time for her to recover…” Heather began, outraged.
 
   He held up his hand to silence her.  “I’m sorry.  Don’t bite the head off the messenger.  I know she should be given weeks, but they aren’t willing to wait.  The delays with the SERE psychologists already have a few of them chomping at the bit.”
 
   “Two days and two nights?” Marsha asked, sarcastically.
 
   “Huh?” he asked, not understanding her.
 
   “Well, I had Liam in the middle of the night so I have two days and two nights to rest up?”
 
   “Um, yes,” he answered, not really understanding.
 
   She rolled her eyes and shook her head.  The damned army was not for the faint of heart.  “I guess I’ll be there then.”
 
   “That’s the attitude,” he encouraged her, although he could hear the fatigue in her voice.  He kept his visit short.  “You let me know if you need anything.”
 
   “I’m going to need another uniform,” she informed him, pointing to her now deflated stomach.
 
   “Oh, yes, of course.  Right away,” he promised, awkwardly.  “I’ll let you get some sleep,” he told her as he hastily made an exit.  Neither of the women pointed out that she had just woken up.
 
   “That’s terrible…” Heather began angrily.
 
   “That’s the army.  What the hell are they so hot to get their hands on?” she wondered aloud.  She would find out only so much in the coming days.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
    
 
   “Captain Gagliano should have been processed correctly through Operation Yellow Ribbon,” the SERE psychologist began.  “The Department of Defense plans and actions related to processing returned U.S. personnel are very clear and her rights and needs were clearly violated.”  She could see the panel shift uncomfortably as she tapped on the manual before her.  She wasn’t intimidated and her report had already gone in to her superiors and on to the DOD.  They would know already what she was about to impart to these imbeciles who had been in such a hurry to extract information from the woman.
 
   “It is critical that people who have been captured, sometimes tortured, and who return to us, have these steps in place so they can decompress.  The repatriation process is unstructured.  By having SERE psychologists assist in the process it helps the…” she almost said ‘patient’ and wanted to avoid that with these people.  “…soldier, returning to their lives here so we can avoid some of the psychological damage the returnee can face.  By skipping Phase I and Phase II like you have here, the accuracy of critical intelligence that you may need in Captain Gagliano’s case may be compromised.  The debriefings that I have become aware of, while some of them were well-intentioned,” she looked at Captain McKellan apologetically, “were still outside the mandated phases that were put in place to protect returnees such as Captain Gagliano.”
 
   She looked around angrily.  She and her team had interviewed, discussed, and had plenty of time with Marsha Gagliano and her wife Heather.  They had even given them access to their children, who were traumatized by the absence and return.  The first child, Hayley, was still unsure who exactly Marsha was in her life.  Things like ‘birth mother’ meant nothing to a young child.  The other two children, while younger, were still learning about modern conveniences and were easily frightened by simple toys that a child in this part of the world would be used to.  Fortunately, they were bouncing back much faster and easier than the adults.  There were going to be a lot more sessions than the weeks they had already been allowed.
 
   “Had you followed protocol, some of these delays that you are complaining about could have been avoided,” she pointed out.
 
   “A therapist was in on the initial interviews,” Captain McKellan pointed out in defense of his own role in this.  He thought he had covered his bases by videotaping the interviews.
 
   “Yes, I’ve read Captain Lamar’s reports,” she smiled sweetly, showing even, white teeth.  “She should have been allowed to continue so that perhaps Phase I and II wouldn’t have been disregarded.”  She watched as the Captain shifted angrily, his well-intentioned defense of Captain Gagliano dismissed.  She wondered if he realized he gave away body language like that.  She knew he probably wouldn’t be thrilled to find that out.
 
   “I’m sure Captain McKellan thought he would save time,” the civilian-clad member of the panel put in, defending the man.
 
   The psychologist turned on him.  “And why are you, Colonel Kodel, not in uniform?”
 
   Shocked that she knew who he was, his mouth gaped open like a fish gasping for air.  “That is none of your concern, Captain,” he began angrily, trying to intimidate her with his seniority and rank.
 
   “You aren’t in uniform, Sir,” she clipped back at him.  “As such, you hold no authority here.”
 
   Captain McKellan kept the triumph off his face.  He had had suspicions who the man was, and now having this confirmed solidified his case on behalf of Captain Gagliano.
 
   Not willing to alienate the colonel any further than she had to, she continued, “Returnees that do not go through Phase I and Phase II can significantly increase the likelihood that they will focus on or amplify the feelings of helplessness and failure that they feel from their captivity.  These psychological problems can become long term for the returnees.”  She was using this case as a learning exercise for this panel.  She was furious that Captain Gagliano hadn’t had a SERE psychologist on her side from the first.  While Captain Lamar had started the procedure, she hadn’t been allowed to continue on and her report had reflected her objection at the time.  She was caught in the cogs of the army and had been reassigned elsewhere.
 
   Marsha was listening to this and wondering why they treated her as though she wasn’t even here.  She was tired and just wished to go home.  The hormones in her body and the resulting fatigue made her want to go home to her baby.  She knew she would have to take a break soon to expel the milk from her breasts.  She could feel them filling like clockwork.  She knew the army didn’t want to acknowledge that she was a breastfeeding mother, but really, neither of them had a choice.  She’d just had a baby and her body was still readjusting.  She was just grateful that she could wear more normal clothes now.  She wasn’t going to worry about her breasts exploding through her shirt although the thought of milk stains on her white, button-down shirt did not appeal.
 
   “Captain Gagliano,” she began again.
 
   “May I interrupt for a moment, Captain?” Captain McKellan interjected apologetically.  “After much hard work on my office’s behalf,” his glance took in his assistant Corporal Harris, “we have determined and have confirmation here,” he pulled out paperwork and slid it across the table to the psychologist, “that Marsha Gagliano missed her promotions due to her captivity.  I have the proper paperwork here.  At this time, she is considered a major and should be addressed as such.”  He watched as the news of what he was saying spread around the table.  Colonel Kodel did not look pleased at all.  “Furthermore, we have appealed this decision.  After her hard work, we feel that Major Gagliano,” he relished being able to say that officially now, “should be promoted to the level of a lieutenant colonel.”
 
   “That’s outrageous!” he heard someone mutter, and before he could look to see who had said it, the psychologist put in her own two cents.
 
   “That’s admirable, Captain.  I’m sure Captain, now Major Gagliano appreciates your hard work on her behalf.  We are here to hear my assessment of Major Gagliano,” she too seemed to relish giving Marsha her new title.
 
   Marsha sat there stunned.  The promotion, which should be retroactive, would mean more money for her and her family.  She knew that Heather had been losing sleep over money that they didn’t have and the things they couldn’t afford with the new baby.
 
   “With that in mind, I wish to continue….”  She looked around the table at the panel to see if there were any more interruptions or objections and when no one spoke up, she continued.  “Major Gagliano was not classified at any time as an evader or a person that was isolated in hostile or unfriendly territory who eludes capture,” she clarified as there were several civilians listening to her report.  “Since she wasn’t held by hostile forces, she did attempt to escape and was beaten for it, her classification is still in doubt.”  She quickly added so that they couldn’t jump down Marsha’s throat for not escaping earlier, “No demands were made for her release.  They didn’t even let anyone know that they had her.  A negotiated release could not even be considered.  Since the army did not know of her whereabouts, a conventional CSAR recovery could not be enacted.  Her survival from the helicopter crash could not be verified and a rescue, while sent out to the recovery site, didn’t even find evidence of the helicopter, which according to Major Gagliano, had been hidden.”
 
   The psychologist and Captain McKellan could see that several of the panelists wished to interrupt or ask their own questions…many of these things they had wished weeks ago.  Their clumsy attempts at interrogating Marsha had led to her withdrawal.  Their repeated attempts and repetitive questions of previous interviews only shut the woman down.  Her silence had saved her on more than one occasion over the past five years.  She needed that safety.
 
   “Major Gagliano was declared missing, but was not classified as beleaguered or a casualty surrounded by hostile forces to prevent her escape.  She was not classified as besieged because the army didn’t even know of her survival.  She couldn’t be classified as such because the organized element that had captured her and forced her to surrender, weren’t hostile forces.  We must ask ourselves if her classification should be under captured.”  Here she quoted the manual, “The casualty has been seized as a result of action of an unfriendly military or paramilitary force in a foreign country.”  She looked around her audience to be sure they were paying attention to her report.  Some were following along avidly and others were impatient to ignore her findings and question the major who listened intently.  “She wasn’t held by military forces, but the tribe that held her could be classified as a paramilitary force.”
 
   “This is all well and good,” one of the panelists interjected in an attempt to move this along.  “It is all in your report,” he slapped the copy before him, “but we need to interview the cap…er major,” he corrected, almost deliberately, “to find out about other classified information that she may have been privy to.”
 
   “I understand that, Major, and I’m doing my best to explain to you and the others,” her gesture took in the entire panel, “why that may not be possible because you simply didn’t follow the procedures set in place by the DODT for a situation such as this.  I’m trying to explain why Major Gagliano may simply not recall what you need or may not have the information you desire.  In the weeks that myself and my team interviewed her, we found out more than your hostile interviews could.”
 
   He was furious at her audacity in criticizing their attempts to get the information from the woman.  He started to speak again, but another panelist interrupted him.
 
   “I think we should let the captain finish her report.  She was quite thorough, from what I can see, and I think it important we understand the major and perhaps her reluctance to share vital information with us.  Please proceed, Captain.”
 
   The psychologist nodded and continued.  “I would say that Major Gagliano should be classified as being interned, that is,” and here she quoted the manual exactly once again, “The casualty is definitely known to have been taken into custody of a nonbelligerent foreign power as a result of, and for reasons arising out of, any armed conflict in which the armed forces of the United States are engaged.”  There were several nods of agreement around the table at her assessment.  “At no time was the missing then-lieutenant’s location known.  She wasn’t quite missing in action as the helicopter went down in what we considered friendly territory.  So calling her MIA is not what I would advise for her period of internment in the camp of Zabi.”
 
   “My understanding is that she would be a prisoner of war?” one of the civilians asked.
 
   “She would not be classified as a prisoner of war since this Zabi person didn’t attempt to contact any outside forces to arrange her return,” someone interjected to clarify what the psychologist was saying.
 
   “If I may?” Captain McKellan asked.  He too quoted from the manual, “A detained person as defined in Articles four and five of the Geneva Convention Relative to the Treatment of Prisoners of War of August 12, 1949.  In particular, one who, while engaged in combat under orders of his or her government, is captured by enemy armed forces.  As such, he or she is entitled to the combatant’s privilege of immunity from the municipal law of the capturing state for warlike acts, which do not amount to breaches of the law of armed conflict.  For example, a prisoner of war may be, but is not limited to, any person belonging to one of the following categories who has fallen into the power of the enemy: a member of the armed forces, organized militia, or volunteer corps; a person who accompanies the armed forces without actually being a member thereof; a member of a merchant marine or civilian aircraft crew not qualifying for more favorable treatment; or individuals who, on the approach of the enemy, spontaneously take up arms to resist the invading forces.
 
   Major Gagliano was not detained by the enemy armed forces.  She was returning home and the helicopter malfunctioned and crashed.  Her attempts to escape, while admirable, were unsuccessful for many years.  She cannot be considered or classified as a prisoner of war at that time since Zabi and his tribe refused to fight on either side and kept themselves separate.”
 
   These discussions continued on for hours and Marsha finally leaned over to Captain McKellan.  “I need to expel the milk from my breasts and we all need a well-deserved break.”
 
   He looked at her in surprise and glanced at the clock on the wall.  He was shocked to realize how much time had gone by.  He was pleased with how the explanations were going to the state department civilians as well as the military that was represented.  He’d enjoyed the report of the psychologists, which strengthened his case in defending Marsha.  “Of course.  I’ll suggest that immediately.”   He stopped whispering and looked up at two of the military members who were still debating some of the information that Marsha had provided the psychologists and not the military about the tribe that Zabi belonged to.  “Gentlemen and ladies, I suggest we adjourn for today,” his announcement was met with objections immediately, but he continued, “My client needs to rest so that she can continue tomorrow.”  When they continued to object, he finally told them the truth.  “She has a small baby at home and needs to go feed it.”  He watched with pleasure as the implication of a breastfeeding mother finally set in on some of the men’s faces.  His suggestion to adjourn for the day was finally met with reluctant approval.
 
   As Lance walked with Marsha to the Corolla she had driven to the base, he noted how old and dilapidated the vehicle was.  He handed her an envelope with much pleasure before she got in.  “That’s your back pay and papers certifying your promotion.  I’m still working on the other one,” he told her with a smile.
 
   Marsha opened the thick envelope and her major’s insignia slipped out.  She held them in her hand, thrilled for a moment at what this meant.  Next, she pulled out the paperwork that informed her of the promotion.  Finally, she pulled out a notification that a specific amount had been deposited in her bank account, breaking down the years and the pay difference.  “Is this already in my account?” she asked, wonderingly as she looked at the captain.
 
   “It should be.  You can check.  I didn’t want to say anything until I knew for sure.”  He didn’t tell her how hard he and the corporal had pushed on this item.  It hadn’t been missed when he had visited her home how poor the home was.  He could see Heather had tried for too long on far too little.
 
   “This will help, Captain…enormously,” she told him.  He could hear the relief in her voice.
 
   Just then they both heard the sound of helicopters coming in, several by the sound of it.  Lance watched in awe as the huge CH-47 Chinooks came in formation and flew over them, the three of them looking absolutely monstrous at over sixty feet long.  He wondered why they were coming into their base and then he looked back to find Marsha down beside her car.  Thinking she had fallen, he leaned over her and shouting over the sounds of the copters asked, “Are you okay?”  He could see she wasn’t.  She had her arms over her head and it was obvious she was trying to hide by the car door, making herself as small as possible, impossible with her adult size.  He was relieved that the helicopters flew over and by as quickly as they had come in.  Once the sound started to fade, he asked again, “Are you okay?”
 
   It took a minute for Marsha to answer him.  At first, she was surprised to hear the English words.  She blinked rapidly as she began to recover.  She looked around, realizing she wasn’t where she had to hide from such machines…not anymore.  Slowly, with the aid of the captain, she began to rise from her ungainly position on the ground.  “Thank you,” she gasped, trying not to look embarrassed.
 
   “Are you okay?” he repeated for a third time.  He could see she wasn’t.  She was cold and clammy and looked like she had broken out in a sweat.  “You are going to have to have that checked out,” he advised, not knowing what else to say other than, “It’s okay, they’re gone.”
 
   She nodded as she straightened her clothes, trying to get some of her dignity back.  She hadn’t known she would react like that and it took several moments to regain her equilibrium.  She looked down at the papers that had been clenched into her fists.  She made a big show of straightening them out.  It took a few minutes, but she was finally calm enough to attempt to get into her car.  Lance looked on worriedly, wondering if he should offer to drive her home.
 
   “Major?” a voice called and she turned to see the psychologist approaching them.
 
   “Captain?” she acknowledged the salute, they were both, after all, in uniform.
 
   “I want you and your wife to continue therapy.  The SERE psychologists are here for you,” she repeated what she had said to her a couple of times.  “I can’t emphasize enough how important it is to continue to talk to us,” she told her, acknowledging that she was repeating herself.
 
   “Yes, we will.  My wife said it helped and she thinks it will continue to do so.”  And after what had just happened, she knew she needed help.  She glanced at Lance to see if he would say anything, but he was still looking at her worriedly.  She nodded to show she agreed with the therapist.
 
   The woman smiled.  Heather had thought she was adjusting so well, but there was an underlying anger there that the woman had been surprised to find in therapy.  It was because of how the army had handled things, but it was unintentionally misdirected towards her wife.  “Just because SERE stands for Survival, Evasion, Resistance, Escape doesn’t mean we aren’t here for you after all the drama ends.”
 
   Marsha smiled.  She had known she needed the therapy and the woman and her team had helped immeasurably.  Talking to the different therapists had opened up some of the things she needed to talk to them about.  She had allowed them to share some of the information that had come out just today in the interrogation.
 
   Going home was a pleasure, both for the news she had for her wife regarding the money and promotion, and the relief of getting away from the scene of her embarrassment.  Seeing her little baby and knowing how enamored her wife was with their little boy gave her such joy.  It helped to know she had this to come home to after the ugliness of what was coming out in the interrogation—the disbelief that she didn’t know more, couldn’t give them more.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   “Pashto and Dari are the official languages of Afghanistan, sir,” she explained patiently, trying not to sound defensive at the continued questioning she was receiving.  She was so tired of this.  “The Persian language is Dari.  The minor languages such as Uzbek, Turkmen, Balochi, Pashayi, and Nuristani are spoken by minority groups throughout the country.  Afghanistan is an ancient country and with more than forty minor languages spoken and over two hundred different dialects, it’s no wonder I don’t speak them all.  The dialect or language I learned from the tribe was Tajik.”
 
   “That still doesn’t explain why you don’t know more or couldn’t contribute more to this discussion, Major.”  He spat her rank as though it rankled him to acknowledge it.
 
   Marsha understood their frustration that she simply didn’t know more.  It all came back to the men that had disappeared from the chopper.  One of them was important enough that her lack of knowledge was causing these men and women to be exasperated with her.  “I learned of the various languages, sir, before I was captured,” she explained.
 
   He looked at her suspiciously.  It was obvious to her and Lance that they didn’t believe everything she told them.
 
   “Could you explain when exactly you became aware that you had been captured?” he asked.
 
   Lance interjected before she could even open her mouth, “She’s explained that.”
 
   “Captain, I would appreciate if you let the major answer for herself for a change.  I have to say, you have been more detrimental to this investigation than anything else.”
 
   “As I’ve explained before, sir, I’m here to defend the major’s rights.  This panel…” he gestured at the group, some of whom he now knew had been flown in from Kabul at the public’s expense and had remained here all during Marsha’s interviews and childbirth, “continues to ask the same questions and they continually come back to the same time frame—when the major was captured.  As I have asked before, what exactly do you want to know so we can all adjourn this pointless line of questioning?”  I’m sure we are all anxious, after these many weeks, to conclude this.
 
   “You are being impertinent, Captain!” he nearly shouted.
 
   “No, sir.  I say this respectfully, but you are wasting the American taxpayers’ money and all of our time.  Unless we resolve this and now, I’m advising my client not to cooperate any further and we will take this further up the chain of command until my client is clear of anything you think you may have on her.”
 
   “She hasn’t been charged…” he sputtered.
 
   “No, she hasn’t, not formally, but you’ve time and again flaunted the protocol in this matter and I would appreciate a resolution from this panel,” he answered firmly, knowing he was in the right.
 
   Several members of the panel exchanged looks and at the nod of Colonel Kodel, the other colonel turned back to Lance and Marsha.  “Major, Captain, would you excuse us for a few minutes in order to discuss some things?”  He looked up at the cameras and the man that controlled them.  “You can turn those damn things off for now,” he ordered.  The man scrambled to hit the pause button.
 
   Marsha exchanged a look with Lance and the two of them rose, saluted smartly, and made their way out of the room, followed by Corporal Harris.  “What the hell is that about?” Marsha asked, her thumb pointing back where they had come from.”
 
   “I think we are about to come into the loop of some top secret information,” he murmured softly.  Looking around, he said, “Let’s go outside and enjoy the sunshine.”
 
   Since it was pouring rain, she looked at him curiously, but walked outside with him to stand under an overhang as the wet came down.  Corporal Harris stayed inside, pretending he wasn’t interested in their conversation.
 
   “I found out the other week that Colonel Kodel wants information kept out of the official findings on your disappearance,” he began and looked around to make sure they weren’t being overheard.  With the rain coming down it wasn’t likely.
 
   “Why?  What do I know that they are looking for?”
 
   “Did you know the other two riders in the chopper at all?”
 
   She shook her head.  “Only Sergeant Ames.”
 
   “Did they introduce themselves?  Do you remember their names at all?”
 
   She shook her head.  She’d wondered about it many times, but she didn’t know.  “Do you?”
 
   He nodded.  “I do now.”
 
   She waited.
 
   He waited, watching her curiously.
 
   “Well?” she finally asked.
 
   “Lieutenant Kodel was one of the men.”
 
   The name was the same and too much interest from Colonel Kodel meant that he must be related.  “Son?”
 
   “That’s what I’m trying to get him to admit.  I don’t know what the hell they are keeping from us, but it wouldn’t look good is what I’m guessing.  You didn’t notice his rank?”
 
   “I don’t recall seeing lieutenant’s bars at all,” she closed her eyes, trying to picture those last two men who had climbed out of the chopper with her and Sergeant Ames.  She shook her head as she reopened her eyes.  “Think he was dirty?” 
 
   Lance nodded.  Now that Marsha outranked him, he wondered what she would do if he couldn’t get the powers-that-be to give her the promotion to lieutenant colonel.  His arguments had fallen flat so far, but if she somehow came out of this as a hero, it would look a lot better and could help.  “Do you remember when we first met?  Colonel Kodel didn’t want me to go, but General Biggins insisted.  I think Biggins knew something was up with Kodel or his son, if that’s who the man was.”
 
   “This has been a whole lot of ridiculous,” she stated, tired of it all.  Pulling her out of time off for the birth of her son was the worst.  She should be home enjoying this time, but instead she was here once again being interrogated.  It was like they felt they had new ammunition to fire at her each time and really, it was the same questions asked different ways.  Enough already.
 
   “Captain?  Major?  We’re ready for you now,” a voice called from the doorway to be heard over the rain.  The sergeant looked curiously at the two of them, wondering what they had been speaking about.
 
   They turned and returned to the conference room, heading back to their seats.
 
   “Major, you understand anything you tell us or we tell you in this room is classified?” began the colonel.
 
   Marsha glanced around the table and caught the anger in Kodel’s eyes.  He was not happy with whatever they had discussed and their decision.  She decided, since she had no choice, that she would agree and she nodded as she replied, “Yes, sir.”
 
   “The day you disappeared, you were accompanied by Warrant Officer Brown and Warrant Officer Wicker, both deceased,” he confirmed as he looked up to see her nod, “Sergeant Ames, Lieutenant Wesley Kodel, and a civilian named Bridgette Townsend.”
 
   She looked surprised.  There was no way she had thought the other passenger had been a woman.  
 
   “I can see on your face that you didn’t know that the other passenger, Bridgette Townsend, was a woman.”
 
   She nodded in agreement, but kept quiet so she could hear the rest of the story.
 
   “We do not have much data on Bridgette Townsend.  From what we have gathered, she was a trans from male to female.  She met the lieutenant at some point, may have developed a romantic relationship with him, and convinced him to desert.”  Marsha was well aware that Colonel Kodel had flinched at that statement about romance.  “They hopped the same flight as you in order to head over to the base to get his personal belongings.  We have information that indicates he had money, passports, and other things he would need to enact his plans.”
 
   She couldn’t believe what she was hearing.  She didn’t dare look at Colonel Kodel sitting in the corner.  She could only imagine how furious he was at the release of this information.  No wonder they wanted to know what she knew.  A desertion was not treated lightly.
 
   Lance had no such compunction.  He looked directly at Kodel to see his reaction to this news.  The man was furious, his face a mottled red color.  After the colonel finished his statement, he could no longer hold himself back and nearly shouted, “My son was not a deserter.  He was AWOL, but he did not desert his post!”
 
   “Colonel Kodel, you are here as a courtesy as we look for information that might help us locate Lieutenant Kodel.  If you can’t maintain a civil tongue and keep it to yourself, you may be excused.”
 
   Lance understood now why Kodel was in civilian clothes.  He must have either lost his commission or resigned voluntarily.  He made a mental note to have Corporal Harris investigate that further.  Since Kodel had been involved in his orders to Kabul, he thought perhaps the man was on leave regarding this and had no official capacity in these matters.
 
   “Furthermore, it has become apparent that Major Gagliano does not, nor did she ever have, information on Lieutenant Kodel.”
 
   Marsha frowned at this statement, something niggling in her mind.
 
   “You can’t…” Colonel Kodel began.
 
   The colonel held up his hand to cut the man off.  “We find that Major Gagliano did nothing wrong and we thank you for your time.  Should you remember anything else you feel may be helpful to us in this matter, we would appreciate you communicating it through Captain McKellan.  Other than that,” he looked around the table so everyone could see his findings were final, “you are dismissed.”  He looked at Marsha, wondering how a woman who had just given birth could look so not pregnant at this point.  She had been absolutely huge and now looked very much deflated and almost normal in her uniform.
 
   Lance immediately stood up and waited for Marsha to follow.  Already, Corporal Harris was standing and packing up the few things they had with them.
 
   Slowly, Marsha stood up.  She wanted to say something, but felt it would be inappropriate.  She was relieved, but at the same time she felt sorry for Colonel Kodel.  Standing at attention for a moment, she nodded and took her leave.
 
   “Holy shit,” she murmured once outside the door.  She had been sure they had some trumped-up charges on her.
 
   Lance nodded in agreement.  “Well, Major, this means you can take some well-deserved time off as you deal with your family obligations and decide what you wish to do with your career.”
 
   She nodded as she finally began to realize the implications of everything.  She had some decisions to make and she knew Heather would be a big part of that decision.  Right now was not the time to make them as she had to recover from the birth of her son.  She planned to take the full twelve weeks they were allowing her, slashed down from the eighteen weeks they allowed her when Hayley was born.  Apparently the rules regarding maternity leave had changed while she was captive.
 
   Slowly, they made their way outside.  The rain had stopped for a moment and they headed to their separate cars.  Marsha looked at the Corolla with distaste.  
 
   “Do you know yet what you wish to do?” Lance asked her as he escorted her to her car and opened the door for her.
 
   She shook her head.  “I’ll have to discuss it with my wife.”
 
   “Once you decide, or if you remember anything, please contact me immediately,” he warned her.
 
   “I will, Captain,” she turned to look at him with genuine warmth in her big, brown eyes.  “Thank you.”  She held out her hand for him to shake.  He’d kept her sane during an insane time.
 
   He smiled at her thanks.  “I was just doing my job, ma’am,” he told her formally.  He saw her into the car and handed her the seatbelt before closing the door with a kathunk.  He waved as she pulled out of the parking spot and left.
 
   “I did wonder why they were so adamant that she remember the details of certain points,” Corporal Harris mentioned from behind him.
 
   Lance turned.  He frequently forgot that his assistant was there, but then, that was his purpose.  “I think Colonel Kodel’s involvement was the reason they tried to jar her memory.  Unfortunately,” he shrugged, “there were no memories to be had.”   He went over a couple pieces of paperwork they would have to file before he too headed for his car.  The top was up today and he cursed when he found there had been a leak due to all the heavy rains that had come down.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
    
 
   Marsha drove home with a happy thought.  She could finally rest, she needn’t worry anymore.  They had ruled that she had done nothing wrong.  She really wished she could remember more, but finding out that fourth ‘guy’ on the chopper had been a woman had been a surprise.  She wouldn’t, or rather couldn’t, tell Heather about this.  She would just have to be happy that they could be a normal couple for a while.
 
   “Well, you are home early today,” Heather looked up from where she was entertaining the children, everyone indoors due to the rain.
 
   “Mom!” Bahir said and came running for a hug.  Hayley looked on longingly and Marsha saw it.  She wouldn’t force it, but she wanted more from that child.
 
   “Mom!” Amir imitated his sister to get a hug.  
 
   “How is Liam today?” she asked Heather as she finished hugging the two children that demanded it and then reached for one with her wife.
 
   “He’s cranky.  I hope you are home to feed him?”
 
   “What about the milk I left this morning?”
 
   “Someone spilled that out,” she answered, glancing at Hayley reproachfully.
 
   “It was an accident,” the little girl protested, looking ashamed.
 
   “I’m sure it was,” Marsha told her and then glanced at Heather who shook her head quickly.
 
   “Why are you home early?” she asked, wondering.
 
   “I’m clear.  It’s official.  I don’t have to go back for twelve weeks.”
 
   “Oh, that’s fantastic!  They will continue your pay during the twelve weeks?” she worried.
 
   “Yes, full pay for maternity leave,” she confirmed.
 
   “That’s good,” she smiled, relieved.
 
   “We should go shop for a car at some point,” she said meaningfully.  That money in the bank did them no good if they didn’t use it.
 
   Heather nodded in agreement as Marsha let her go and went to the bedroom to change into civilian clothing.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Heather would have let Marsha sleep in the next morning, but Liam insisted on being fed early.  She got up to prepare breakfast for their brood, eagerly anticipating shopping for cars with Marsha today as she got Hayley off to school.  
 
   It was just as Marsha was up and showered that the doorbell rang.  She answered the door in her bathrobe and slippers.  “Yes?”
 
   “We’re looking for Major Gagliano?” one of the two uniformed officers asked her.
 
   Entirely fed up with the military and looking forward to her well-deserved maternity leave, she didn’t appreciate them intruding on her the very next morning.  “I’m Major Gagliano,” she answered, trying to keep her annoyance from showing.
 
   They looked at the way she was dressed and one of them handed her a manila envelope.  “You are expected at the base later today, Major,” he told her formally.
 
   She wanted to ask, “What now?” but kept her silence as she opened the officious-looking envelope.  She studied it for a moment, reading the fine print, and then looked up, alarmed, at the two officers.  “When did this come in?” she asked.
 
   “Late last night, ma’am,” he responded respectfully.
 
   She sighed loudly, audibly.  “How the hell can…?” then she looked up and closed her mouth.  “Thank you, gentlemen.  I’ll go change.”
 
   “We’re to wait for you, ma’am.  Give you a lift.”
 
   “By whose orders?” she challenged.
 
   “Captain McKellan,” was the response.
 
   She stared at them, wondering why Lance hadn’t phoned her this information and then realized he had to go through channels like everyone else.  This had to be official.  “Give me a few, gentlemen,” she told them and closed the door.
 
   “What is it, babe?” Heather asked as she came from the bedroom carrying the baby.
 
   “I’ve been summoned back to the base,” she said despondently.
 
   Heather frowned.  “I thought everything was cleared up?”
 
   “This is something new,” she told her, wondering if she dared share it with her wife.  She decided since the military was involved, for now she wouldn’t tell her.
 
   Shaking her head, Heather asked, “Will you be gone long?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she answered honestly and wondered how long this would take.  She wanted to be home without any worries, and now this.
 
   “Do you think you should pump?” she worried, reminding Marsha that she had to pump for Liam to get his milk from her breasts during the final interrogations.
 
   Sighing again, knowing the men were waiting outside, she decided they would just have to wait and she went to go pump in the bedroom so that Bahir and Amir who had just gotten up and were coloring in the living room wouldn’t see.  She didn’t like displaying herself even though she knew it was perfectly natural.  They had both seen her breastfeed their brother Liam, but she didn’t need them to see everything.
 
   “Could you let the two waiting for me know that I’ll be a few minutes?” she asked, resigned.
 
   Heather, who was fully dressed since she had gotten Hayley up and off to school, agreed.  Carrying Liam with her, she went outside and explained to the waiting officers that Major Gagliano would be delayed as she got ready for them.  
 
   “How long will she be?” one of them asked, annoyed.
 
   Heather considered her answer before replying, “Major Gagliano is pumping her breasts since she isn’t sure how long she will be detained at the base.”  As she joggled Liam over her shoulder, he let out a tremendous burp which sounded juicy, as though he would throw up.  The man looked alarmed and a bit ashamed.  Heather smiled sweetly and turned and went back in the house with their son.
 
   “What do you think it’s about this time?” she asked Marsha when she put Liam in the crib that had been set up in their bedroom.
 
   “Just more crap,” she sounded annoyed.  She knew.  The papers had been clear, but she didn’t want to upset her wife.  She was, however, very upset.  It was affecting her ability to let down her milk and she tried to think of something else.
 
   “Having trouble?” Heather asked, watching her pump.
 
   “I’ve just fed him not even half an hour ago and I don’t have much,” she complained as she gave up and began to clean up.
 
   “Well, he’ll make due,” she tried to console and looked away as Marsha got up to put the small amount of milk in the kitchen, pulling her robe closed.  She bit her lip, wondering what was going on to upset Marsha again.  They’d both looked forward to shopping for a new vehicle today.  When Marsha returned to begin dressing, putting on a maternity bra and inserting pads to catch any milk that might dribble out, she asked, “Think we’ll be able to shop later or tomorrow?”
 
   Marsha looked up.  She had already forgotten they were going to shop today.  “Do you want to go alone?”
 
   “No,” she said adamantly.  It was why they had waited, so they could do it together.  Besides, shopping with three children under the age of five was insane.  If Hayley was with them, it would only be worse as she had been acting up lately.
 
   “I’m sorry.  This wasn’t what I planned,” Marsha answered when she saw the alarm on Heather’s face over the thought of shopping alone with the three kids.  They had to do something and soon.  There simply wasn’t room for four car seats in the Corolla.  Besides, it had started making this ominous sputtering sound when they drove it.  She walked over to put her hand on Heather’s shoulder.
 
   Heather gulped.  Marsha was dressed in only her bra and panties and they hadn’t been intimate since her return.  She was too hugely pregnant at that time, but since Liam had been born, she looked great.  Her body was ready for those intimacies, but Heather wondered when her brain would be.  The few times they had cuddled had been fantastic, but there was a line neither had crossed.  Heather was burning for Marsha’s touch, but she showed no interest in going there.  
 
   “It’ll work out,” she said consolingly and then she went to get dressed, her formal outfit causing her to sneer.  She’d thought it was put away for a few months after yesterday and now here she was getting dressed in it once again.  She sighed as she got dressed.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   “Captain?” Marsha reported to the office they had given Lance as she stood at attention and looked down at him sitting there looking industrious.
 
   He looked up.  He’d been so engrossed he hadn’t heard her come in.  “Major, please have a seat,” he gestured to the chair across from his desk.  He got up to shut the door, the room was spartan and small.
 
   “What is this?” she gestured to the manila envelope she was carrying.
 
   “Exactly what it says.  Zabi has petitioned the United States government as to your whereabouts and seeks custody of his children.”
 
   She was speechless.  Thinking rapidly, she asked, “How can he do that?”
 
   “He went through some channels in Kabul who then presented it to Mr. Tudor.”
 
   “The ambassador in Kabul?” she clarified.
 
   He nodded.  “That was forwarded to the army since Tudor knew who you were.”
 
   “Does Zabi know where I am?” she asked fearfully.  Suddenly, she thought of Heather and the children at home and vulnerable.
 
   He shook his head.  “I don’t know how he could.  We have a choice here.  We can simply not answer it and he may petition again.”
 
   She waited.
 
   He waited.
 
   “Or?” she asked, tired of waiting.
 
   “You can have them answer him.”
 
   “Hell, no!” she answered succinctly.
 
   “I thought that would be your answer,” he smiled and then looked thoughtful.
 
   She waited.
 
   He waited.
 
   “What are you thinking?” she finally asked.
 
   He pursed his lips and looked at a wall.  “You didn’t hear this from me,” he continued to study the wall, moving up to the ceiling, “but someone,” he used finger quotes, “could leak to Zabi that we don’t know where you are.”
 
   “How could that be done?”
 
   He looked at her finally.  “Major, I don’t think you want to know that.”
 
   She looked at him for a long moment before asking, “Could you arrange that?”
 
   “There are pros and cons with that plan.  One, he is going to know we are lying and if he already has knowledge that you arrived at the embassy, that could create some embarrassment.  Two, if he knows where you are here in the United States that could become a problem for you.”
 
   “Do you think he knows where I am?” she sounded fearful, thinking of Heather and the children.
 
   He looked at her sadly.  “I am not going to lie to you, Marsha, he could.  We don’t know his capabilities and America is a very open country; however, we never let the newspapers or media know of your return.  Now that your interrogations are over, they will have to inform the public that you are alive and returned.”
 
   “Freedom of Information Act?”
 
   He nodded.  “It sucks, but I would suggest that since you and your wife have lived in that house for many years, you may wish to think about moving.”  He saw her reaction.  “I’m not suggesting a witness protection program here.”
 
   “If I wish to stay in the army, can’t they help me?”
 
   “Of course, and officially you are out on maternity leave.”
 
   “Oh, gawd.  If Zabi finds that out, he’ll have more reason to find me.  Sons are highly desired,” she was thinking of Liam.  She already knew that Amir was what Zabi really wanted.  If it was just Bahir, he might not be attempting anything.
 
   “So what would you suggest I do?” she asked, worrying.
 
   “For now, just live your life and rest.  No offence, Major, but you look like shit,” he noted the big circles under her eyes from lack of sleep and he didn’t think it was just the baby.  “Use your maternity leave, decide what you want to do when you come back, and just rest.”
 
   “What if he…” she began, gesturing with the manila envelope.
 
   “We can play ‘what if’ until the cows come home, Major.  I suggest we worry about the problem when it becomes a problem.”
 
   “Since it came through official channels, don’t you have to respond?”  She looked very worried.  He wondered what kind of poker player she was.
 
   “I’ll get to it in due course.  These things take time,” he answered and with that he showed her his copies of the paperwork, put them back in their folder, and put the folder at the bottom of the stack on his desk.
 
   She smiled.  She understood the paperwork shuffle very well.  “Do you need anything else from me, Captain?” she asked formally.
 
   “No, Major.  That will be all.  I will continue to keep you apprised of anything at this end.  In the meantime, I’ve been reassigned to this base and have other cases to work on.  I’ll let you know if I find out anything on the other promotion we were working on.”
 
   “You are moving here permanently?” she asked.
 
   He nodded.  “My wife is thrilled.  She’s packing up the old place now.”  He didn’t sound as thrilled, but that was the army life, from post to post sometimes.
 
   “Let me know when she gets here.  We’ll have a barbeque,” she felt comfortable enough to offer.
 
   He smiled at her genuine warmth.  “I’ll do that.”
 
   Marsha got up to take her leave.  As she reached for the door handle, she looked back.  “Lance, if you could make this disappear, make him disappear, I’d appreciate it.”
 
   He looked startled for a moment, thinking she was suggesting that he hire a hit squad for Zabi.  With the little he knew of what the man had done—he’d read the reports on the scars on her back and legs—he could only imagine the rest and he didn’t blame her.  Then, remembering what they just spoke about, he nodded once and watched as she turned and left his office, leaving the door open.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Marsha made one stop before she left the base.  As a major in the army, she would need uniforms and gear, at least that’s what she told the supply sergeant when she requisitioned replacements.  With her greatly deflated body, she had to guess at her sizes and after trying on a couple of outfits on principle, found what she was looking for.  The other gear she checked carefully, placed in a gear bag, signed for, and nodded to the supply sergeant.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Marsha drove home carefully.  She was frightened, genuinely frightened for her family.  She didn’t recall ever speaking of where she lived while in captivity.  She didn’t think Zabi could find her, but then remembering the interviews her parents had given, realized it wouldn’t take much to track her down.  Now, under the Freedom of Information Act, the information regarding her return to the army would have to be released.  It was a double-edged sword and she wasn’t thrilled about it.  She considered carefully what she would tell Heather.
 
   “Hey, babe.  I’ll change and we can go shopping.  That didn’t take long,” she said brightly as she walked in the door.  She was so tired.  She’d never had a lot of recovery time and now with the stress of the last few days and the new stress of today, she was exhausted.  Still, she would try to be upbeat and cheery.  She didn’t want Heather to suspect anything was wrong.  She headed into the bedroom to stow her new gear and uniforms.
 
   Marsha didn’t realize it, but her enforced cheery attitude alone alarmed Heather.  She knew her well enough to know something was up.  Still, if it was classified, she knew she couldn’t ask.  So, as a good army wife, she accepted it and began to get the children ready to go out.  Both Bahir and Amir would go in the car seats.  They could put Liam in the third one, but would bring his carrier to put him in after they picked up Hayley from school.
 
   “Do you know what kind of vehicle we should get or what you would like?” Marsha asked when she returned, tucking her shirt into jeans that finally fit her frame.  The jeans were a little tight from her post-baby bulge, but a lot better than the sweats she had practically lived in while at home the past few weeks.
 
   “I was thinking we should get a minivan with all the kids,” Heather said quietly as she looked up and smiled at Marsha.  She looked a lot better and was not just ‘acting’ happy.
 
   “Oh, gawd.  We really have become suburbanites,” Marsha complained in a good-natured voice as she smiled at her wife.
 
   ‘Whatever she had been called back to the base about, it must not be that big a deal if she shrugged it off so quickly,’ Heather thought.  “Well, we could get one of those huge, gas guzzling, SUVs?” she offered.
 
   “Oh, could we?” Marsha sounded dreamy as she thought of how much more she would like that.
 
   Heather laughed.  Marsha would change her mind when she got sticker shock at the expense of one of those.  Marsha picked up the carrier with the baby in it and the diaper bag as Heather took Bahir and Amir’s hands.  They headed to the garage.
 
   “Go?” Amir asked as he pointed at The Wreck.
 
   “Yes, Amir, we’re going out,” Heather answered him, using complete sentences to help him learn more English.  She’d noticed he spoke in Tajik less and less.  She glanced at Bahir as she helped her into the car seat.  The little girl tried to speak her native language as much as possible, but in light of the household speaking exclusively English, she too had spoken it less and less although she was still a quiet, little girl.
 
   Marsha snapped the carrier backwards to the car seat where Hayley normally sat.  She smiled down at Liam, dressed warmly to go out and gurgling happily.  She thought about Hayley and wondered if their relationship would warm up soon.  She desperately wanted to hug that child more freely, but refused to force herself on the youngster.  She would have to come to her in her own good time.
 
   In no time at all, the two moms had the children settled and in the car.  Marsha got in the passenger seat, feeling uncomfortable about always being the copilot on their trips in the car.  She had to admit though, she couldn’t have driven when she was enormously pregnant, and she didn’t know the roads as well as Heather.
 
   Heather pushed the button on the garage door opener and the door opened promptly.  The car, however, didn’t start on the first try.  Or the second.  Or the third.  On the fourth it turned over, reluctantly.  Finally, it was started and she put it in gear to back out of the garage.
 
   They went to car row in one of the nearby towns and began to look around.  They passed the various dealerships, looking longingly at the fun-looking and expensive sports cars and luxury cars, and then on to more practical cars for their lifestyle with so many children.
 
   Shopping for cars with two children and a baby was not fun.  The two moms were distracted by them.  They looked at so many vehicles they were forced to stop, go pick up Hayley, and return.  The various salespeople they dealt with tried to be understanding, but it wasn’t until they rode in the Chrysler Town and Country minivan that they felt they had found what they were looking for.  It looked like a space shuttle to Marsha and the seating for seven sold it to Heather.  It drove like a dream and they weren’t sorry to see The Wreck go.  They gave them very little for the trade in, but it was relief to get rid of the old, unreliable car.  Transferring their things over to the new minivan, the kids got excited when Hayley pointed out it had a ‘TV’ in it.  What it actually had was two flat panels that flipped down so the children could watch a DVD when they rode in it.  Amir and Bahir had fallen in love with the few DVDs they owned and Hayley watched them all again since they were new to her siblings.  She seemed to enjoy showing off to them all the things she took for granted.
 
   After everything was signed, sealed, and delivered, Marsha turned to Heather and said, “Let’s get new car seats to match the new van.”
 
   “Where do you suggest we go?” she asked.  She was very pleased with the newness of the van.
 
   “ToysRUs?”
 
   Hayley, listening from the second set of seats where she sat across from the baby carrier, shouted, “ToysRUs!”
 
   “Hayley!” both of her moms shushed her.  They looked at each other and laughed as Heather put the van in gear.
 
   Shopping with four children at a ToysRUs store was a mistake.  Hayley seemed determined to get something more than a car seat, and while Bahir and Amir didn’t understand as quickly what some of the things were, they caught on soon enough.  The car seats were expensive enough and Marsha and Heather debated over them so long, everyone was crabby.
 
   “Let’s donate these,” Marsha suggested as they installed the new ones that not only matched the upholstery, but looked so clean and new.  Each child had their own seat and between the three older ones, they could switch seats so no one was assigned one.  Sometimes Hayley would want to sit next to Bahir in the back, and sometimes with Amir, so now they could switch it up.  The moms were only concerned that everyone was buckled in.  The baby had to be in a snap-in carrier in his seat, facing backwards.  It made it easier to reach him if they needed, and it was safer if they were in an accident.
 
   “Why can’t I sit up front?” Hayley asked resentfully when Heather drove and Marsha sat in the passenger seat.
 
   “Children have to sit in the back seats,” Heather told her with a finality that told the child not to push her luck.  Heather had noticed that Hayley would argue if Marsha told her things.  She wanted them to work it out so that their family life was more harmonious.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
    
 
   As Heather’s mouth fully engulfed her entire clit and labia, Marsha moaned heavily.  It had been years since she felt that sensation and she jerked from it.
 
   They had waited so very long to be together and finding out that the doctor had cleared her wife for lovemaking if not too strenuous, only made Heather want her more.  She’d seduced her as soon as the children were all in bed and they had both showered.
 
   Heather let go momentarily to ask, “You like that, baby?”
 
   “Oh, gawd.  Don’t stop…pleeeeaase,” she moaned as her body convulsed towards her wife’s mouth.
 
   Amused, Heather took her tongue and made a wide, sweeping circle and then blew cool air on the engorged clit. 
 
   “Don’t tease….”  Marsha’s hand came down to cup the back of Heather’s head towards her body.
 
   Smiling, Heather took the cooling skin into her mouth, warming it quickly with long strokes of her tongue and engulfing as much as she could into the warmth.
 
   “Mmmmmm.”  She began to grind against her wife’s mouth.
 
   Gently, she caressed Marsha’s leg, lifting it over her right shoulder so she could try another angle.  Her fingers didn’t stop their caresses on the soft skin and then they encountered wet skin.  Still they didn’t stop, but kept right on going…inside.
 
   “Oh, yes, touch me,” she gasped out, her head arching back into the pillow as she let go of Heather’s head to grasp the pillows in her fists.
 
   Slowly, Heather inserted her fingers, first one, then the other into the slickness.  She curled them into a ‘come hither’ motion, pressing on the spongy flesh.  Marsha went totally limp for a moment.  Heather looked up above her wife’s mons to see if she was okay.  She could see the super erect nipples over the flesh, two sentinels that made her wish she could be in two places at once.  She reached her other arm up so her fingers could play with the pointy tips.
 
   Marsha could feel the touch of her G-spot and it totally defeated her like nothing else could.  She went absolutely limp, and then Heather began to move her fingers.  Her lips had captured her clit and labia completely, the combination making her nipples rock hard and they actually…hurt.  She relished the feelings that Heather was causing in her body.  She released herself to them as her wife expertly played her body.
 
   Heather could sense this was going to be quick.  Marsha’s body was gushing onto her fingers, down her palm, and as she thrust inside, she could feel the splashing against her own chest.  She smiled again as she thrust a little harder, a little faster, and watched her wife come undone.
 
   Marsha arched back, hard.  Her neck couldn’t go back any further into the pillows and her fists were pulling at the edges of them.  She gasped and the veins in her neck stood out as she swallowed the scream she wanted to let out.  She didn’t want the children to interrupt this….
 
   It was as she began to come down from the incredible high and Heather crawled up her body, kissing her way to those erect nipples, that Marsha heard the telltale chuckling noises that the baby made prior to waking.
 
   “Snurkle…snurkle…smack…smack,” went his lips as he let them know he was hungry.  “Waa…waa…waaaaa,” he graduated quickly.
 
   Heather sighed.  She’d just laid her entire body on Marsha’s in anticipation of her rolling her over and sharing more with her.  She put her head briefly down on Marsha’s chest before she murmured quietly under the baby’s cry, “I’ll get him.”
 
   Marsha stretched, enjoying the feel of Heather’s body against her own, however momentarily as she murmured back, “Good, because I didn’t want to get up.”  She grinned up at her wife as she looked disgruntled and got up.  She enjoyed the view of Heather’s naked ass as it crossed the room, the muscles playing across the skin…it made her hunger for her wife’s body.  They had left this too incomplete not to finish.  She quickly closed her eyes to suppress her urges for the moment.  
 
   “Hey there, little man.  What’s the matter?”  Heather asked as she reached down for a crying Liam.  He kept crying and she felt the fullness of his diaper.  He also felt cold.  The diaper had leaked through and his entire onesie was soaked.  “Oh damn,” she muttered.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Marsha asked from the bed, sitting up and noticing that her nipples were already leaking milk in response to the baby’s cries.  She grimaced at the sight.
 
   “He’s wet the whole bed,” she complained as she put him on top of the dresser they were using as a changing table.
 
   “I’ll help,” Marsha offered as she too got out of the bed naked.
 
   While Heather changed Liam, wiping him down so he wasn’t full of urine and quickly putting on a clean diaper and onesie, Marsha pulled the sheet and plastic covering from the crib.  She quickly wrapped it all in a ball so no urine would escape.  She opened a drawer and pulled out a replacement for both and quickly had a plastic sheet on and then a cute cotton sheet with blue horses.  She checked the blanket Liam had managed to wriggle out from under, probably why he’d gotten cold.  The blanket wasn’t wet and didn’t smell of urine so she slipped it over her arm and held out her arms to Heather for the baby.  Her nipples were really leaking now.
 
   Heather stood and stared as her wife bent over the crib.  She had seen her naked of course, but she had never noticed the scars so prominently displayed over her back, buttocks, and upper thighs.  They were particularly noticeable in the bedroom lighting, standing out, almost glowing.  She swallowed convulsively at the pain her wife must have gone through to obtain those.  She blinked rapidly to control the tears.  Liam began to nuzzle at Heather’s naked chest from where she held him.
 
   “Something wrong?” Marsha asked quietly as she waited for Heather to put the baby into the blanket in her arms.  Already, he was making that clucking sound, pursing his lips in anticipation of being fed.  He’d cry again soon in anger if he didn’t get her nipple offered to him and she didn’t want to wake the other children since they were both naked.
 
   Shaking her head, blinking, she came out of the stupor she had been in over the scars.  “Here we go, little man,” she said as she turned their son over to Marsha.
 
   “Keep calling him little man and you are going to give him a complex,” Marsha teased.  She expertly tucked him into the blanket, folding it over, and then tucked his head under her breast and arm so that she could aim the nipple into his mouth.  He quickly latched on…painfully so.  Her nipples were still tender and not baby ready.
 
   “He’ll survive,” she smiled as she saw her wife breastfeeding, something she had thought she might be doing at this point in their lives.  She hadn’t mentioned to Marsha that she wanted to use the sperm they had saved for her own eventual implantation.  She had almost used it last year, but the idea of going through the pregnancy alone scared the hell out of her.  The fee at the bank for storing it had not helped her money situation.
 
   Marsha slowly headed for the bed and sat down.  Liam squirmed when her nipple popped out of his mouth.  “Easy there,” she cooed as she helped him to latch on again.  She winced at how hard he pulled.  Her other nipple began to drip.  She looked up as she noticed Heather watching her tenderly and smiled.  “Can you hand me a rag?” she pointed towards one with her chin.
 
   Heather quickly caught on and swiped the rag from the edge of the dresser and handed it to her wife, dumping the used diaper into the sealed trash can while she saw it.  She joined her wife on the bed, getting under the covers with her and pulling them up over Marsha’s legs.
 
   “Thanks,” she said huskily as she looked tenderly at her wife.
 
   “That always looks like it hurts,” she whispered back.
 
   “You would think after all these kids it wouldn’t anymore, but each time I have to get used to it again cause each time it hurts,” she sighed as she looked back down at Liam.  He was warm, he was tired, and already he was drifting off.  He had just wanted a comfort feed.  He wasn’t truly hungry; he’d just been cold.  She waited until he had drifted a bit further before she wiped his chin to soak up the milk that had dribbled out and, putting her hand behind his neck, lifted him to burp him over her shoulder.  It was a wet one and she worried that he would throw up down her back.  Instead, he sighed deeply and burrowed into her neck, wanting to sleep.  She slowly pulled him back down to her arms and smiled down at her son.  
 
   “Want me to put him in the crib?” Heather asked, feeling slightly left out.
 
   “I got him,” Marsha told her as she pivoted on the bed, her legs coming over the edge.  Using her muscles to pull her over, she stood up and carried him to his crib, being careful not to jostle him.  She laid him on his tummy, his face to the side, and he made suckling noises as he settled in and adjusted.  She smiled, watching him for another moment as he slept peacefully in his crib.  It was a far cry from the sling she had used on Bahir and Amir.  They’d been with her when she fed them, but had frequently been taken by Malekah to show that she, and not Mahsa, was their mother.
 
   “Everything okay?” Heather softly called, watching the soft look on her wife’s face.
 
   Marsha looked up, seeing her beautiful, naked wife waiting for her in their bed.  The blanket had slipped beneath Heather’s breasts, seemingly displaying them for her, waiting for her too.  She felt the return of the desire she had been feeling for her wife not so very long ago.  “Yes,” she answered with a smile and began to crawl up the bed towards her wife, stalking her like a predator.
 
   “What are you doing?” Heather giggled.
 
   “What do you think I’m doing?” was Marsha’s rejoinder.
 
   Heather watched, fascinated, as Marsha crawled up the bed, her breasts hanging down, much bigger than they had been five years ago after Hayley’s birth.  She firmly pushed away any thoughts of the scars on Marsha’s backside as she eagerly anticipated what her wife would do to her.  She wasn’t disappointed as Marsha got right into her space, right in her face, and kissed her deeply….
 
   Marsha smiled into the kiss, enjoying the familiar feel of Heather’s lips beneath her own.  Her lips were just so…kissable that she couldn’t help but enjoy.  They were full, warm, and begged to be sucked.  She indulged herself as she nibbled, sucked, and licked at them, arousing her wife.
 
   Heather had been kissed in the years Marsha was away, but it had all felt so…wrong.  This didn’t.  This felt like coming home.  It felt familiar.  It felt…mmmmmm.  She moaned her enjoyment as Marsha played with her lips.  
 
   Marsha’s hands were gentle as she began to caress the warm body, finding all the familiar spots that she knew so well.  Tickling a little, smiling into the kiss as she teased her wife into arousal.  She petted, licked, fondled, and caressed to her heart’s delight, her body rubbing sensuously against her wife’s.  
 
   Heather couldn’t believe how aroused she was.  Perhaps it was because she hadn’t made love in all the years Marsha had been gone or perhaps it was just that she loved this woman so much.  Marsha seemed to be reacquainting herself with Heather’s body.  It wasn’t happening fast enough for Heather.  The black-haired beauty was touching her everywhere except where she wanted her to be touched.  Finally, in frustration, she grabbed Marsha’s hand and unceremoniously plopped it on her crotch.
 
   Marsha nearly laughed.  She’d wondered how long Heather could hold out.  She might have choked on the laughter, but as she realized how wet the blonde really was, she groaned instead.  Her fingers encountered the gush and she had to taste….
 
   “No, I can’t bear it,” Heather panted, pulling at Marsha’s thick hair.  “Fuck me,” she pleaded instead.
 
   Marsha looked up, surprised at the language coming out of her wife’s mouth, and then grinned at the note in her plea.  She obliged by sliding three fingers in and pulling them back out.  She plunged again, a little harder, and watched as Heather’s eyes widened at the sensation.  She was a little rough, but Heather seemed to need it.  Her legs came up and wrapped around Marsha’s waist, urging her on.  Her hands cupped at the soldier’s shoulders, her nails curling into the skin as her back arched.
 
   “More, more, more,” she chanted as she panted.
 
   Marsha couldn’t believe this was the same woman she had left.  For a moment, she suspected Heather had been unfaithful, but then she squashed that thought.  Heather was too honest and had told her how distasteful the dates had been that she forced herself to go on.  Their few friends had encouraged her to move on, but Heather had only been able to try; she hadn’t enjoyed them.  Marsha concentrated on putting her hips into her thrusts, rubbing on the hard little nubbin beneath the ball of her thumb.
 
   Heather’s head thrashed back and forth as she fought the rising tide, but it was useless to fight.  She’d waited far too long and it crashed over her.  Her body broke out in a sweat as she quickly captured Marsha’s lips so she could scream into her wife’s mouth.
 
   Marsha held Heather’s lips with her own, enjoying the feel of the convulsions in her wife’s body beneath her own.  She could feel the quiver in Heather’s legs as the orgasm went on and on and her body squeezed the life out of Marsh’s fingers.  
 
   Heather finally lay beneath her, totally limp with what had been wrung out of her.  Normally she liked to prolong the orgasm, maybe pull a second, even a third out of her body, but the tide of this one had rolled over her so intensely that she had just gone along for the ride.
 
   “Are you okay?” Marsha asked in a whisper, her warm lips kissing the life back into her wife’s ice cold lips.  The blood had drained out of them and focused in her center.  She warmed her wife’s body with her own, pulling the covers up for them both.
 
   Heather nodded weakly and went to push back her hair.
 
   “Wait, what is that?” Marsha asked sharply, seeing something.  “What the hell?  It’s blood!” she gasped.  She pulled back and looked between them to see if Heather was on her period or if she had thrust too hard.  She was horrified at the thought that she might have hurt her wife, even unintentionally.  She turned to reach for the baby rag she had left on the bed and heard Heather gasp.  She turned back immediately and asked, alarmed, “What?”
 
   “It’s your shoulder.  It’s bleeding,” Heather replied, worriedly.
 
   “It is?” she asked stupidly, trying to see her own shoulder and crossing her eyes.  She shook her head.
 
   “Wait a minute,” Heather ordered and quickly got on her knees to lean over and grab the rag Marsha had reached for.  She saw the nail marks and what she had caused.  Both shoulders were bleeding, just slightly, but enough that when she had brushed her hair back she had wiped blood across her forehead.  “I better get bandages,” she said contritely.
 
   Marsha grinned.  She saw that Heather looked embarrassed at her own passions.  “Let it sit for a minute.  The air will dry it,” she told her as the blonde blotted at the scratches.
 
   “It’s not funny!”
 
   “Yes, it is.  Neither one of us knew you did that when you were in the throes,” she giggled.
 
   “Still not funny,” she griped, trying not to smile as she remembered the feelings her wife had engendered in her.
 
   Marsha tweaked a nipple that was leaning against her as Heather blotted with the rag.
 
   “Hey!” she yipped.
 
   “Shhh, you’ll wake the kids,” she warned.
 
   “Then keep your hands to yourself!”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” she saluted and then took the rag to wipe away the smeared blood on her wife’s forehead.  “You’re something else, you know that?”
 
   “You caused it,” the accusation hung between them.
 
   “I’ll take that.”  She smiled as she leaned in for a kiss, finding Heather’s lips much warmer now.  “Are you okay?” she repeated her earlier question.  She smiled again when the blonde nodded and looked up at her with her cornflower blue eyes.  She began to look a little sleepy as she laid back against their pillows.  “Oh no, you are not going to sleep tonight,” she promised.
 
   “We have children,” she was reminded.
 
   “We will all take naps together then.”  She looked at her wife with a lascivious look and leaned in for another set of kisses that was getting interesting.  They began to roll around on the bed together once again and before they knew it the sun was coming up and it was time to feed Liam again.  Neither seemed to mind their lack of sleep, feeling amazingly refreshed.  They even managed to get clothes on before the other children got up.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   “Any flashbacks?” the therapist asked once Marsha confessed she had finally made love to her wife.
 
   “No.  You would think I would have, but making love to my wife is nothing like being held down by those men.”  She stopped for a moment as the memories of her rape…rapes assailed her for a moment.  She swallowed, knowing she was being watched closely by the therapist for signs of discomfort or attempts at hiding anything.  “I try not to think about those times.  They have nothing to do with Heather.  They have nothing to do with making love to my wife.  I even sometimes convince myself that they have nothing to do with the conception of my children.”
 
   
 
  

“You realize, logically, that you can’t suppress those memories forever.  It was a traumatic experience.  Dealing with it is the only way you can put it behind you.”
 
   She nodded as she agreed, but she wasn’t going to go into detail about the many rapes she had endured over the years.  They knew the basics.  She had been gang raped until Zabi claimed her as his own.  From then on, he, and only he, raped her for the purpose of procreation.  He wanted sons…many, many sons he told her.  She’d given him one.  Now there were two of his blood and they would never know him if she had anything to say about it.  His petition had shaken her, but she was determined to ignore it.  Maybe it would go away.  After all, he didn’t know for certain where she was.  She might have died in the wilds of Afghanistan and she prayed he believed that.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
    
 
   “Maybe we should think about buying a house.  We have enough left for a down payment,” Marsha suggested a few days later as they hung out in the living room with the children.  She was trying to do more so that the child rearing wasn’t completely left up to Heather, who, while she enjoyed it, was frequently overwhelmed.
 
   “What brought that thought on?” Heather asked from where she was sitting on the couch trying to get Amir asleep so that he wasn’t so crabby.  It was past his nap time and Bahir was already asleep.  Marsha was changing Liam.
 
   “I was just thinking we are going to need an additional bedroom,” she answered, but what she was really thinking was, ‘if they moved it would be less likely that Zabi would ever find them.’
 
   “Shouldn’t we wait until you decide if you are going back or…” she left off as they had discussed many times whether Marsha should stay in the army or leave.  
 
   “Yeah,” she sighed as she finished the diaper and smiled down at the little boy.  His face lit up a little, but he was too young to really return the smile.  “I suppose I should wait to hear if Captain McKellan is able to get that other promotion out of them.”
 
   “Do we have to continue to go to see the psychologists?”
 
   Marsha glanced up as she snuggled Liam into her arms.  “You don’t have to go if you don’t want to, but I thought you liked going?”
 
   Heather nodded.  “They helped, they helped a lot.  I didn’t know I was angry at you for being gone.  I’m glad that got aired, but I am wondering if I still need to go?”
 
   “That’s up to you,” she nodded at her wife’s explanation, but she knew she would need to go for a while as they tried to get her to talk more about what had happened to her.  Years of practice at not speaking at all were hard to break.  The little, mundane facts she told of her life in the village didn’t delve into the things that might affect her later on.  Still, they were pleased that she had seemingly adjusted so well.  There were days, though, where a sound or something would trigger feelings of anger, morose, and danger.  She had wanted to walk out a few times and talking about it helped.  She had responsibilities to her four children and wife and she couldn’t leave Heather with all that again.
 
   She was surprised to learn that she had suppressed memories.  Slowly, some of them came out, but the psychologists and Marsha both felt they hadn’t gotten to them all.
 
   She was also surprised to find how angry she was at her mother for years of a type of abuse that strangely reminded her of how Malekah had treated her.  The domineering overriding of anyone else’s opinions or concerns, that need to be right at all costs.  In Malekah’s case, she felt she was a queen and that Marsha was merely giving birth to her husband’s children for her.  With the therapists, she discussed this anger and the dual feelings of resentment for her mother and the similar feelings she had towards Malekah.
 
   “You should have heard her hit the roof because Liam’s name was Liam Lawrence instead of Lawrence Liam.  My brother has a Larry in his family.  Why would I do that to a kid?  This way, a man that my wife adored is honored and my own father as well.”
 
   “How did that make you feel?”
 
   Marsha hated these almost rhetorical questions that made her come up with her own solutions.  She knew why they did it, but it still annoyed her.  “It pissed me off.  It’s not like we asked her opinion.  It’s our son and we can name him anything we want.  If she doesn’t like it, too damn bad!”
 
   The therapist smiled—today it was a woman.  She liked this feisty soldier.  Marsha was doing well, but only because she saw things logically.  Her PTSD was there.  They hadn’t scratched the surface of it, but there were other issues, like the ones with her mother that they needed to work out as well.  It would just take time.  After all, she had years of abuse to overcome.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   “Maybe you should spend more time with her?” Heather suggested as Marsha complained at her lack of connection with Hayley.  She was getting dressed again because Liam had spit up all over the outfit she had been wearing, and Hayley had somehow missed the school bus.
 
   “What do you suggest I do?”  She was feeling bad because she and the little girl just didn’t get along.
 
   “Why don’t you go pick her up today and take her somewhere, just the two of you?”  She stopped what she was doing.
 
   “And leave you alone with the other three?  That doesn’t sound quite fair.”  She thought the idea a good one, but she really didn’t want to leave Heather alone with all the responsibility.  “Maybe I could at least take Bahir.”
 
   “That would defeat the purpose of you and Hayley bonding.  If you spend time alone with her, she has to get to know you a little better.”
 
   Marsha shrugged.  “What will we talk about?”
 
   “What do you and Bahir talk about?”
 
   “Nothing really.”  She tried to think if she really talked to her children about anything these days.  She’d been so busy being debriefed by the army, having a baby, coping….
 
   “Then go pick her up from school and talk about nothing in particular,” Heather advised with a laugh and nearly shoved her out the door.
 
   “And, and, and…I have my sister Bahir, which means spring, and my brother Amir, which means king, and my new brother Liam, but…I don’t know what his name means.  He’s a baby and makes a lot of noise.  My mom has to take care of him all the time.”  Marsha heard as she walked up to the kindergarten class.  She was grateful she had ridden along when she could so she knew where the school and classroom were.
 
   “Your other mom is home now too.  Isn’t that exciting?” she heard a female voice talking to Hayley.
 
   “She’s okay.  She’s fun sometimes and very sad other times.  She came home all the way from Afghaniie-stan.  I don’t think she likes me.”
 
   “You don’t think so?  Why?”
 
   “She had Bahir and Amir so long and they are hers.  I’m my mom’s.”
 
   “I’m sure she loves you.”
 
   “Nuh uh, she loves Liam and Amir and Bahir because they all have the same mommy and daddy.  Liam just came out of her!”  She sounded in awe of that last statement.
 
   “I’m sure if you talked to her she’d tell you that she loves all of you.”  With that the woman glanced up and saw a woman that could only be Hayley’s birth mother.  Hayley looked just like the black-haired woman.  When she had first met Heather, she had thought Hayley’s face looked like her.  Now, seeing her birth mother, she realized her mistake.  The child was a mini image of her mother.  She smiled, wondering just how much of their conversation the mom had overheard.  “Hayley,” she turned the little girl so she could see the woman, “is this your mom?”
 
   Hayley nodded and smiled shyly, relieved that she hadn’t been forgotten. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Hayley.  Liam was sick and Mom couldn’t come to pick you up today.  I tried to get here sooner when I heard you missed the bus.”
 
   “It’s okay, Mommy.  I sat and talked to Miss Anderson,” she indicated the now red-faced woman sitting next to her.
 
   “Miss Anderson,” Marsha came forward and held out her hand.  “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”
 
   “I’ve been looking forward to it for a while.  Hayley was pretty excited to have you home and to meet her brother and sister.”  She shook the woman’s hand—a strong, firm handshake—and released it.
 
   Marsha almost said, “I heard,” but seeing the blush on the woman’s face decided to pretend that she hadn’t.  “Are you ready to go, Hayley?” she asked the little girl with a smile.  Her eyes showed that she adored the little girl.  Inside, her heart was breaking for what Hayley had revealed to her teacher.
 
   The little girl skipped to a desk and grabbed her backpack.  “Let’s go,” she said.  “Bye, Miss Anderson!”
 
   “Goodbye, Hayley.  See you on Monday.”
 
   “It was a pleasure to meet you, Miss Anderson.  I’m sure we will be seeing more of each other in the future.”
 
   “I hope so, Mrs. Gagliano.  Have a good day.”  She watched as the two left her classroom, Hayley’s hand firmly in Marsha’s, skipping along happily.  She wondered how hard the adjustment was, coming home after all those years apart.  
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   “Well, Hayley, Mom and I decided that tonight was date night for you and me,” Marsha told the little girl after she was buckled in the back of the van.
 
   “Date night?  What’s that?”
 
   “Just a night for you and me.  No one else.”
 
   “No Bahir?”
 
   “Nope,” she shook her head.
 
   “No Amir?”
 
   “Nope, just you and me.”
 
   “No Liam?”
 
   “No, and you wouldn’t want him along anyway.  He was spitting up.”
 
   “Yuck.”
 
   Marsha nodded in agreement.  “Yeah, yuck.”
 
   “Mom isn’t coming either?”
 
   Marsha’s nod turned to a shake of her head.  “No, she said it was just you and me tonight since we don’t get to spend much time alone.  So, where would you like to go?”
 
   In the rearview mirror, with the flip down for children, she saw the little girl seriously thinking about the question.
 
   “Could we go to Chuck E. Cheese’S?” she asked, hopefully.
 
   “Chucky Cheeses it is,” she answered, not realizing she’d mistaken the name.  “Do you know where it is?”  She couldn’t for the life of her remember.
 
   “It’s by the mall,” the little girl said, full of self-importance since she knew something Marsha didn’t.
 
   Yeah, but which mall?  There were strip malls galore.  Several new ones had appeared since she had lived here, as well as the large one.  Marsha headed towards the one nearest their home and luckily it was large enough she could drive around it.  Chuck E. Cheese’S was on the far side.  The logo had a rat in a wedge of cheese on it.  Charming, she thought, knowing she was going to have a headache from the noise of children.  Still, it was date night for her and Hayley and the only way they could spend time alone together.  She was determined to bond with her oldest child.  Heather’s idea was a good one.
 
   Having never gone to a Chuck E. Cheese’S restaurant before, she wasn’t prepared for the overwhelming noise of the children playing as well as the machines and games intended to suck her wallet dry and entertain the children.  
 
   “Let’s play first and then eat,” she suggested, pleased with the enthusiastic nod she got from Hayley.
 
   They played a game that allowed them to bop animals that popped up out of holes, then they bowled a game that took the balls into curved targets.  When they won, they got paper tickets to buy more junk from behind the counter.  Hayley wasn’t very coordinated at six, but her efforts were such that Marsha attempted to win as many of those stupid tickets as possible so she could buy the plastic junk and feel accomplished from her efforts.  Finally, they sat down and ate pizza and drank soda among the noise and hoopla.
 
   “Did you have fun so far?” Marsha asked the little doppelganger that was her daughter as she took a bite of her pizza and washed it down with soda.  The pizza was thin, greasy, and like cardboard.  It, like everything in the place, was overpriced, but the kids loved it.
 
   The little girl nodded enthusiastically as she bit into a slice.  They would have to take the leftovers home as her appetite and Marsha’s were not large enough to eat the whole bad pizza.  Still, they both had fun and Marsha even snuck into the ball pit, distastefully sitting among what looked like dirty balls as her daughter dove and bounced inside.  She wondered how hygienic it was and then realized that the kids didn’t care.  She decided she didn’t care either as she dove in with her daughter and tickled her when she caught her.
 
   “I love you, Mommy,” the little girl put her arms around Marsha and hugged her as they played.
 
   Marsha blinked back tears at this first sign of affection.  Could a little thing like a date night have broken through to her daughter?  She hoped so and didn’t question it too much.  She let Hayley play for hours.
 
   Marsha was watching Hayley play a game that seemed more fitting to her age group.  She wasn’t very good at it, but it dispensed the golden tickets she craved in vast quantities…Marsha just had to keep feeding it tokens.  It was worth it though, to watch the joy on her daughter’s face.
 
   Marsha had one bad moment.  A game she hadn’t heard earlier suddenly started making shooting and crashing noises.  The noise level of everything else faded out as she focused on the machine.  Her heart started to race like it did for the doorbell noise and her palms started to sweat.  She found herself staring at the machine a little boy was playing.  It seemed to get louder and then she became aware that her whole body had broken out in a sweat.  She was cold and she began to shake.
 
   “Mommy?” a little girl’s far-away voice sounded.  Marsha could barely hear it above the noises of that machine.  The little boy finally lost and when he didn’t have any more tokens to insert, he took his few tickets and left.  As the noise died away she heard, “Mommy?” and turned to see Hayley looking at her, concerned.  
 
   “Yes, baby,” she answered after she had blinked a few times, trying to pretend that nothing had happened.
 
   “I have to go to the bathroom,” she announced importantly, her fist grasping a big wad of tickets.
 
   Marsha got up and let the child lead her to the bathroom.  “Do you need help?” she asked as she watched Hayley look for an empty stall.
 
   “I’m a big girl now, Mommy,” she said exasperatedly, as though Marsha had insulted her.  She handed Marsha her all-important tickets and went into a stall by herself.  
 
   Marsha held the tickets as she looked into the mirror.  She could see the sweat on her brow and using her free hand, she cupped some water from the faucet and washed it off.  Taking a towel, she wiped her face and neck down.  She held out her hand.  It was still shaking a little, but not nearly as bad as it had been.
 
   “All done, Mommy,” Hayley said next to her elbow and Marsha helped her wash her hands and handed her a towel.  Once her hands were dry, she led the way out of the bathroom.
 
   “How about we see what we can get with your tickets?” Marsha suggested, ready to call it a night.  She didn’t realize how many cheap choices there would be.  Then Hayley got it into her head that she should bring something for her brothers and sisters.  “I don’t think Liam would notice,” she said as the little girl tried to get him something.  “You can’t afford that,” was another familiar refrain as Hayley looked at the bigger ticket items.  Finally, she had presents for her siblings, including a little teddy bear for Liam and a big plastic ring for Mom and they left Chuck E. Cheese’S.
 
   “Did you have fun?” Marsha asked as she made sure Hayley was buckled in.
 
   “Yes, Mommy.  Can we have date night every week?”
 
   Marsha laughed, but thinking about the sweating experience she had, thought maybe not.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY
 
    
 
   A special delivery envelope arrived on Saturday and Marsha, who had hoped that Captain McKellan had handled things in regards to Zabi, had a minor panic attack.  She recognized the signs from the night before.  The sweaty palms, the shakes, and the feeling of unease.  Opening the envelope, she was actually thrilled to read the letter from the captain.  He had arranged to have birth certificates made for both Bahir and Amir.  Since she had no idea of their exact birthdates, they had to use approximate dates around the time of year she could remember.  All three of her Afghan children were now American citizens and it was even less likely that Zabi’s case could go forward.  Liam, because he was born here, was extra special in her mind.  The other two were now protected legally.
 
   “What’s that?” Heather asked cautiously.  She hadn’t missed the expression on Marsha’s face as she opened the letter.  She saw the sheen of sweat across her wife’s brow.
 
   “The children’s birth certificates,” Marsha said, showing them to her.  The crisp papers and the official seals on each of them made them look even nicer.  
 
   “I got Liam’s the other day in the mail.  I meant to show you,” she answered, as she felt the embossed seal under her fingertips.
 
   “Well, wherever we keep these, they can be put in that safe place,” she said confidently, pleased with the situation.
 
   “We better get a safe deposit box then.  I’ve just been keeping them in a file folder along with our marriage certificate and Hayley’s birth certificate.”
 
   Marsha rolled her eyes, but if it worked for her wife, she guessed that was the best she could do.  She did, however, make a mental note to do just that, get a safety deposit box.  “What about my insurance papers or anything else of importance?”
 
   “Same file folder box,” Heather confirmed.  She got up to show Marsha the envelope that Liam’s birth certificate was in.  She was reading Bahir’s and was surprised to see that under father, her own name was listed.  “They don’t make these unisex do they?”
 
   Marsha had wondered if that would be an issue.  “No, not yet,” she confirmed.  As she looked at Liam’s, she saw the State of Illinois had merely crossed out father and put spouse.  That seemed odd.  Both Bahir’s and Amir’s ‘father’ was listed as Heather Gagliano.  She smiled.  It would be harder for anyone of Zabi’s tribe or family to find these children.  
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Having recovered from childbirth and been given the time to heal both mentally and physically, Marsha was becoming a little stir-crazy.  She wasn’t a housewife.  She knew staying home with the kids would eventually drive her crazy.  Watching Heather with them though, she was amazed at how happy it made her.  The house might not be picture-perfect, but the children were happy with their mom.  
 
   “We should maybe get bunk beds, and perhaps a pullout bed underneath,” Marsha suggested to Heather.  She enjoyed shopping.  The first time the cupboards had been filled, she saw that her wife had gazed reverently at the supplies before closing the door.  The full refrigerator and freezer meant they had complete meals every day.  Marsha cooked when she could to relieve Heather of those duties since she took such excellent care of their family.
 
   “We really should watch how we spend money.  That lump sum isn’t going to be there always,” she pointed out.  She’d been alarmed at how quickly it had gone down with the purchase of the van.  It scared her.  After years of making do, she was afraid that having the luxury of a running vehicle, a full pantry, and her wife home wouldn’t last.
 
   “You have to admit the kids can’t camp out much longer on the floor of Hayley’s room.”
 
   “This is true,” she agreed and they packed up the kids to go shopping for a sturdy bed.  Having four children in a two-bedroom house really wasn’t practical and Heather began to think about Marsha’s suggestion to move.  That would have to wait until her career was decided.  As the sole bread winner of their household, it would depend on her decision to stay in the military or not.  Heather had already made her preference known.  She had thought she would be going back to work herself this fall, but not now, not with all these children under the age of six at home.
 
   They debated over safety rails, wood versus metal, and many other considerations as they shopped.  The children were no help and Marsha was stern as she ordered first Hayley and then Bahir off the beds they were trying to bounce on.  She was angry by the time she pulled Amir off the ladder of another one.
 
   “Maybe single beds and the girls share?” she suggested at one point.
 
   “We could get two sets of bunk beds and then when Liam is old enough Amir could move up to the top bed,” Heather suggested.
 
   They finally found a bunk bed with a trundle that rolled out from under the bottom bunk.  That would do for now until the children were older.  They chose sturdy mattresses that could stand the test of time and any bed-wetting that might occur.  Buying new mattress covers and sheet sets, they had to go with what Bahir and Hayley agreed on for the one set, and chose a plain blue set for Amir.  The ponies on the girls’ set, which was in pink, were pretty against the blue.
 
   “You realize we are setting some stereotypes here,” Marsha pointed out as she paid the bill by writing a check.
 
   “Blue for boys and pink for girls?” Heather laughed.
 
   “Yes, exactly.  I mean if Liam or Amir liked pretty pink ponies, we should have gotten that.”
 
   “I didn’t hear Liam put in a vote,” her wife pointed out as she carried the basket containing their son who gurgled happily.
 
   Marsha laughed as Heather meant her to.  She was amazed at how expensive this trip had been.  Then she shook her head…children in general were expensive.  They took their purchases and went home, having arranged for the delivery of the furniture the following week.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   “I’ll be going back to work soon,” Marsha lamented after her weeks off for maternity leave.  She was playing with Liam on his blanket, delighting in his smiles.
 
   “Why didn’t you get more time off this pregnancy?” Heather frowned at her wife’s announcement.
 
   “Because apparently they changed the rules while I was gone.  It went from eighteen weeks down to twelve.”
 
   “That sucks.”  She was folding clothes.  The new washer and dryer they owned meant they didn’t have to lug their dirty laundry to the laundromat anymore.
 
   Marsha had to agree.  Although she still went to the military base once a week to talk to the SERE psychologist, she was becoming stir crazy.  She wanted her family life, but she also needed to become useful again.  She felt she was wasting her time at home, although the kids had been a riot.  Both Amir and Bahir had become very American kids and her relationship with Hayley was great.  She enjoyed Liam, but hated breastfeeding and, after six weeks, had weaned him to formula.  She just hated his pulling on her nipples.  It had hurt too much.
 
   “Do you know what you are going to do?” Heather asked the seemingly innocent question.  She’d wondered, but Marsha hadn’t yet told her the plans she had in regards to her career.
 
   “I was hoping that Captain McKellan would have gotten me my lieutenant colonel promotion by now,” she said bitterly.  She really wanted that extra money as a buffer against her retirement, if that was what she decided on.  That way, any civilian job she took she wouldn’t have to be dependent upon it.
 
   “Have you heard from him?”
 
   “Not since he mailed us the birth certificates.  I’ve seen him on the base and we exchange nods, but otherwise nothing.”  She didn’t tell her wife that he also hadn’t apprised her of what had happened with Zabi’s request for his children.  She was almost afraid to ask him. 
 
   “Perhaps you should go see him,” her wife pointed out, not knowing the thoughts swirling around in Marsha’s head.
 
   “I’ll see him officially soon enough.”
 
   Heather frowned, wondering at that remark.
 
   Marsha didn’t realize how prophetic her flippant remark would be as she was called to the base before her maternity leave was officially up.
 
   “Major Gagliano reporting, sir,” she reported to Colonel Brenson who was back from Afghanistan.
 
   “Major, I believe you know the captain?” he gestured to someone sitting outside her range of vision.  She turned slightly to see Captain McKellan sitting there, a grin on his face as he waved at her with his fingers, Laurel and Hardy fashion.
 
   “Captain,” she acknowledged him, frowning at the odd wave.  She turned back to the colonel, standing at attention.
 
   “Major, it is my proud duty to inform you that you have been promoted to lieutenant colonel,” the colonel told her.
 
   “Sir?” she asked, confused.
 
   Colonel Brenson smiled at her.  “Captain McKellan has been fighting hard for you and managed to point out the error of its ways to the army.”
 
   “He means I blackmailed them,” Lance interjected with a laugh.
 
   “Well, officially, that is not what happened.  The major deserved this promotion and would have received it in due course,” the colonel quickly put in.  “He did, however, get it retroactive for a mere year and not the two years you were going for.  They will be depositing the back pay in your account.”
 
   “One year, sir?”
 
   “Yes, the captain was going for the two years that you deserved; however, there was some objection to that.  Also, there were arguments about whether you were actually a prisoner of war or merely a captive.”
 
   “I used their arguments against them,” Lance put in.  “They weren’t all effective, but then your mother opened her mouth.”
 
   “My mother?” she frowned, trying to follow their train of thought.
 
   “Apparently your mother gave an interview with one of the local channels, thanking the army for bringing her daughter home,” the colonel informed her.
 
   “She was told not–” she wondered that her father had been able to keep her quiet this long.  She knew her mother wasn’t happy that she had denied her access to Liam and this was her revenge.  She gritted her teeth, trying to be happy about the promotion.
 
   “I believe these are for you,” the colonel continued, handing her a box containing her silver oak leaf.  He watched as she removed the gold epaulettes and replaced them with the silver.  He also handed her the paperwork that directed her promotion.  “I’ll expect you back next week, helping me.”
 
   “Helping you, sir?” she was still reeling at the news.
 
   “Yes, as lieutenant colonel, you will be my assistant.”
 
   What Marsha heard was that she would be a glorified secretary to the colonel and that did not appeal.  She was a computer specialist for Christ’s sake!
 
   “Yes, sir.  Of course, sir,” she answered respectfully, never letting her thoughts show.
 
   “You can go now,” he dismissed her with a smile.
 
   “Marsha,” Lance stopped her before she could leave.  
 
   She looked at him with a questioning look, waiting for him to say what he needed to say.  She was surprised by his informal use of her first name.
 
   “You may want to talk to your mother,” he advised.
 
   She was surprised at the request and not pleased at all.  If it was an order, she could cope better, but the thought of dealing with her mother did not appeal.  She understood though, the army did not want a black eye.  Her mother and the tactics she had taken on her disappearance could not be repeated.  She nodded at his request as she turned and walked out of the colonel’s office.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   “Can you tell me what they wanted this time?” Heather asked, exasperated.  She’d dealt with all four children while Marsha was on the base and she was feeling the strain.  With summer vacation going on and Hayley home full-time, she really wished she had scheduled her for some activities.  She’d missed many of the deadlines due to Marsha’s return.
 
   Marsha stood in the doorway and smiled at her wife.  She’d gotten it!  She’d waited them out and gotten the rank of lieutenant colonel!  The back pay would help them enormously!  She would have preferred two year’s back pay, but still, she’d gotten it!  The thought of working for Colonel Brenson as his assistant didn’t appeal in the least.  “I got it,” she said quietly over the noise of some game that Hayley and Bahir were playing.  It involved a lot of beeping noises and Marsha thought if she had to listen to it for too long, she just might have to take out the batteries or break it.  
 
   “Got what?” Heather asked as she tried to put a shirt on Amir.  His baby brother had projectile vomited up the formula this time and struck the little boy squarely in the chest.  She was sick of the sour smell of baby vomit already.
 
   “They promoted me.”
 
   “To what?” she looked up as she got the shirt over the little boy’s head.  She saw the smile and pride on Marsha’s face and wondered at it.  Then she saw the different colored epaulettes on her wife’s shoulders.  “You got it?” she smiled in delight.
 
   “Yes, you are looking at Lieutenant Colonel Gagliano,” she announced with a grin.
 
   “Oh, baby,” she let Amir fight with the arms of the shirt by himself as she got up to give her wife a hug.  “Congratulations,” she whispered as she gave her a kiss.
 
   “I just need to do one thing,” she cautioned her as she hugged her tightly.
 
   Hearing the note of trepidation in her wife’s voice, Heather pulled back warily.  She instantly worried that they wanted her to go back to Afghanistan.  She waited anxiously for her wife to explain herself.
 
   “I have to go see my mother,” she confessed.
 
   “Your mother?”
 
   Marsha nodded, looking resigned.  “Apparently she gave an interview.”
 
   “Oh, no,” Heather worried at what it could be.
 
   “Yeah, I guess she slipped by Dad.”
 
   “How did we miss that?”
 
   “So far, it’s only a local station from what I understand.  I’m to head off any others.”
 
   Heather nodded.  “Maybe you could call it in?” she asked hopefully.
 
   Marsha laughed.  “Yes, but that would be chicken.  I’ll go call and tell them I’ll be there tomorrow so they aren’t out or something.”
 
   “You will do that after you’ve changed and gotten something to eat,” her wife ordered.
 
   Marsha was feeling so good, she squeezed Heather tighter for a fraction of an instant before releasing her.  Amir was squawking about only getting his head through the shirt and trying to get his hands through the sleeves all by himself.  She watched as her wife went to quiet him.  She smiled.  Life was good.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Calling her parents’ home, she felt so good about her promotion that she wasn’t going to let her mother and her need for attention stand in her way.  She would emphasize it in a way that she would understand…threaten her if necessary.  She’d make sure the woman finally understood that being in the army meant discretion.  She was proud to serve.  What had happened to her, while tragic, didn’t mean her mother could capitalize on it for some sort of fame.
 
   The phone rang long enough that it went to the answering machine.
 
   ‘Hello, you have reached the Gagliano residence.  At the tone, please leave your message,’ her mother’s voice intoned cheerfully.  The phone beeped.
 
   “Hi, Mom, Dad.  It’s me, Marsha.  Hey, I’m going to be in your neighborhood tomorrow and was wondering if you would mind me stopping by for lunch.”  ‘Their neighborhood’ meant she would have to drive across Chicago, partly around the lake, through the tip of Indiana, and into the lower part of Michigan where her parents lived.  “I hope you get this before…” the phone was unceremoniously picked up.  “Mom?  Is that you?”
 
   The voice on the other end of the phone was not her mother…it was not her father…it wasn’t even English.  The voice, one she had never thought to hear again in this lifetime, was Afghan in origin and speaking Tajik.  “Mahsa, you will come to me now and you will bring my children.  If you do not, I will kill your parents,” Zabi told her in no uncertain terms.
 
   Marsha was stunned.  She was shocked into silence, her heart beating a mile a minute.  The voice was so ominous, so threatening.  She wanted to hastily obey, but then she realized she was on American soil and he had no rights here.  How had he found…and then she remembered the interview her mother had given.  No one had noticed Lieutenant Marsha Gagliano’s return, no one, until her mother bragged about it on television.  While it had allowed her to obtain her latest promotion, it had also led her children’s father to them.  She realized that since family units stayed together in Afghanistan, Zabi would assume she was living with her parents, that her children would be with her there.
 
   “Mahsa, you hear me?” he asked angrily.  Patience hadn’t been one of his virtues.
 
   “I hear you,” she answered back in Tajik.
 
   “Then I will expect you and my children shortly.  I understand I have another son,” he crowed.  Marsha ground her teeth at that.  
 
   “It will take time,” she tried to tell him.
 
   “Your parents informed my brother that you live several hours away.  I will expect you then,” and with that he hung up.  Marsha stared at the receiver for several minutes until the incessant and increasingly loud beeping told her to hang it up.
 
   “Did you get hold of your mother?” Heather asked cheerfully as she came up from the basement with a load of laundry to fold.
 
   “Um, yes,” she nodded, coming back down to Earth as she realized Heather was speaking English.  She smiled.  It was a fake smile, but Heather thought that was because of the conversation with her mother, who could be so trying.  That woman was not easy.
 
   Marsha watched as Heather took the laundry into the living room to fold.  She knew she would also pick up toys and put them into the baskets they kept around for the kids.  She glanced in the living room and saw that was indeed what her wife was doing.  She continued to walk down the hall.  She saw the night light on in the children’s room.  The bunk beds had worked out perfectly.  Amir was asleep on the trundle bed, Bahir above him on the lower bunk, and Hayley on the upper bunk, well fenced-in by the netting Marsha had added as a safety precaution.  She looked at her children for a moment before walking into the master bedroom.  She stared down at Liam for a moment.  He was sucking air with his little lips pursing and unpursing.  Probably dreaming of a nipple where food came so readily.
 
   She started to change her clothes.
 
   Heather walked in with a laundry basket with half of the clothes in it.  She had more children’s clothes to fold and wash, but for a change there was some for her and Marsha.  If she put it away right away, it wouldn’t build up.  She was startled to see Marsha cleaning a gun on the bed.
 
   “What are you doing?” she asked, alarmed.  She hadn’t even known that Marsha had a gun in the house.  She thought she had taken all of that gear with her to Afghanistan so long ago.
 
   Marsha looked up.  She was wearing her ACUs or green battle fatigues instead of the tan ones she had worn in Afghanistan.  She only had her t-shirt on for the moment as she cleaned the gun she requisitioned so long ago.  She had never thought she would actually need it.  “I have something to tell you,” she began and then watched as Heather dropped the laundry basket in the doorway, the clothes spilling out.  The noise of it caused the baby to snort slightly, but he had a full tummy, was warm and dry, and wouldn’t waken until he was hungry again or wet.
 
   Marsha saw the frightened look that came onto her wife’s face.  She was sorry for it, but she had to tell her the truth in case something happened this evening.  “A few months ago, after they let me know that I was cleared of any wrongdoing and Lance called me back in, do you remember that?”  She finished cleaning the gun, put it back together in record time, and put the full clip in the receiver—the handle of the gun—chambering a round before slipping on the safety and putting it in her holster.  She looked up as she asked the question.
 
   Heather nodded as she leaned against the open door and slid down it.  She knew she wasn’t going to like what her wife was about to tell her.  She watched as Marsha picked up her shirt and, putting it on, began to button it.
 
   “The reason he called me in was that Zabi had petitioned through the Afghan government.  He wanted his children back.”
 
   Heather’s eyes widened at that.  “You’re not going to give him our…” she began, but Marsha put up her hand to stop her.  She didn’t have a lot of time.
 
   “Of course not.  We ignored the request.  I even joked with Captain McKellan about having him eliminated, but we ignored it.  We thought if he never got a response he would give up.”
 
   Heather nodded to show she was following along.
 
   “Since it’s been months, I thought he’d either try again through official channels or give up.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me any of this?”
 
   “I didn’t want to upset you.  It was right after Liam was born and I just didn’t want to upset things.”
 
   Heather was annoyed at her wife for protecting her in that way, but that didn’t explain the gun.  “I take it things have changed?”
 
   “When I called my parents, it wasn’t my mother that answered,” she started to explain.
 
   “Your father…?”
 
   Marsha shook her head.  “After hearing me leaving a message on the answering machine, the most unexpected voice came over the phone…it was Zabi.”  She waited for the name to sink in for a moment.  “He told me if I didn’t bring his children to him, he was going to kill my parents.”
 
   “Why don’t you let the professionals handle this?  Report it!” she pleaded, knowing her wife would handle this the way she saw fit.
 
   “Because I have to.  Don’t you understand?  I have to!  That bastard raped me, over and over again until I thought I’d go mad.  I only kept it together for the sake of the children, for the hope that someday I might be able to escape him, that I might get my children out of his clutches.  I have to do this,” she pleaded in return.
 
   Heather stared at her wife.  This was not the calm, cool, and collected Marsha she had come to know.  The woman before her had hidden demons that the SERE psychologists hadn’t even begun to fathom.  The look in Marsha’s eyes was near madness.  Heather wasn’t so sure she shouldn’t be afraid.  She nodded to show she understood, but was hoping that Marsha would get out of the house.  She needed this madwoman out of her house.
 
   “I know this is crazy,” she said, unknowingly echoing her wife’s thoughts.  “This has to be me.  I know you will probably call the base or Lance McKellan or the psychologists…but give me a head start.  An hour, that’s all I ask.  Give me an hour to get there and see what I can find out.”
 
   “It takes at least three or four hours to get to your parents’ house,” she pointed out, remembering the worry of driving The Wreck that distance for Hayley’s visits.  She had finally asked that they come to get the little girl, annoying MaryBeth further at the inconvenience.
 
   “Then give me those hours to get there and see what I can find out.”
 
   “And what if Zabi is there?”
 
   “He is.  He answered the phone.”
 
   “And then what?  You kill him?”
 
   “If I have to,” she promised.  “If I can take him as a prisoner, I hope the army puts him in a cell and throws away the key.  He isn’t alone,” she cautioned.  “He mentioned his brother is with him, probably because he speaks some English.”
 
   “Zabi didn’t speak English?”
 
   Marsha shook her head as she finished her dressing.  “No, he felt it was beneath him.  His brother, however, dealt with many…” she paused for a moment as a memory slid into place, something she hadn’t been able to grasp before.
 
   “What?  What is it?” Heather asked, seeing the bemused look momentarily on her wife’s face.
 
   “I just remembered something,” she said in awe as the memory began to become clearer.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   Marsha shook her head.  “It’s not important to this.  Please, will you wait to call the troops until I have a chance to check on my parents?”
 
   “You said Zabi answered the phone.  So he has them?”
 
   Marsha nodded, looking at her wife hopefully.
 
   “Okay, I’ll give you six hours.  That’s enough to get there through Chicago traffic and look around…but no more.”  She rose from her sitting position on the floor.  “I need you to come back to us.  I can’t raise these children without you,” she pleaded, trying to get Marsha to see through the haze of revenge.
 
   Marsha nodded once, walked into Heather’s space, and hugged her.  They were both very aware of the loaded gun on her hip.  She pulled back to look into those cornflower blue eyes.  “I love you, Heather Gagliano,” she said emphatically, feeling it right down to her toes.
 
   “I love you, Marsha Gagliano.  Don’t disappoint me,” she mockingly threatened.
 
   “I won’t,” she answered as she leaned her forehead on her wife’s.  “I have too much to come back for.”  She gave her a kiss, a deeper one than normal, and held it for several seconds before she gently pushed Heather away.  Leaving the bedroom, she wasn’t surprised that her wife followed her as she grabbed the car keys and headed out to the garage.  She looked back once more to see the worried look on her face.  “I’ll call if I can,” she promised and was given a slight nod as Heather held herself in, crossing her arms and looking worried.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   The drive across Chicago was horrible.  Why on earth there would be a traffic jam this late at night was beyond Marsha’s comprehension.  Her thoughts were on what she would find once she got to her parents’ place.  She didn’t have any delusions about what Zabi would do to her parents.  He would kill them simply because he could.  Also to revenge Marsha’s insolence at daring to escape, much less take his children with her.  She was certain her mother’s interview had led his English-speaking brother to them.  They weren’t stupid hicks.  She had known they would find out where she was if they could.  She knew he was probably angry that he hadn’t been able to surprise her, beat her, humiliate her in front of her parents.  The man had a sadistic streak a mile wide and had enjoyed holding her captive in his cave, in his tent, in his arms.  He knew she didn’t like him.  He knew she would resist him.  Just the fact that she had stopped fighting him, resisting him, had taken some of the fun out of it for him.  He blamed his impotence on her and beatings were a way to excite him again.  Her being pregnant was the only way to assure his prowess.
 
   Marsha wasn’t sure what she was going to do when she got to her parents’ home.  It was on the eastern shores of Lake Michigan, a very provincial little town.  Her parents’ home was cozy, gorgeous actually.  It had been a great place to grow up.  It had also proven stifling to the young lesbian who knew she couldn’t conform to their expectations.  Her joining the army had been a betrayal of sorts to her mother.  She couldn’t understand why her daughter wouldn’t behave like the other girls in their small town.  Marsha couldn’t explain that she couldn’t behave like the other girls because she had dated several.  Their experimentations had confirmed to Marsha that she was indeed a lesbian.  She sighed as she remembered the turnoff she had to take.  It had been so many years since she had been here, she hadn’t been certain she would remember.
 
   She drove, not to her parents’ lakeside house, but to the local Walmart.  She left her service pistol, minus the round in the chamber and with the safety on, under the seat.  She didn’t want any problems due to being armed in the store.  She went in, drawing curious glances as she put things in her cart.  She wore no insignia to show her status as a lieutenant colonel.  She just had her name, Gagliano, on the front of her fatigues.
 
   “Hey, soldier,” two guys tried to pick her up.  The look on her face had them both backing down.  This late at a Walmart was obviously not the time to pick up a lonely soldier gal.
 
   She checked out and was back in the van within half an hour.  She checked her gun again, put the bullet back in the chamber, and put the safety back on before replacing it in her holster and snapping the flap closed for the moment.
 
   She turned off the lights before turning down her parents’ rural road.  It was nearly impossible to see with the overhanging trees and no street lights for miles.  She counted on that for her enemies as well.  She did, however, drive carefully and only once heard the sound of gravel as she drove slightly off the road.  She parked down from her parents’ property line and slipped across.  She cringed as she used the power lock mechanism on the van and it beeped once, flashing the headlights.  Cursing under her breath, she headed into the woods and, remembering the paths of her youth when she and her friends played cowboys and indians, she slipped rapidly towards the house.
 
   She saw that the lights were on in her parents’ home.  She knew her parents normally went to bed by ten p.m. every night.  They watched the local news and then went to sleep.  She could see someone pacing and wondered if that were Zabi, his brother Maahir, or if they had brought more of the tribesmen with them?  She saw a strange vehicle in the drive, something her parents wouldn’t be caught dead in.  It was then that she saw the other four men.  One was smoking, the light of his cigarette giving him away.  He was obviously there to guard the vehicle, but doing a terrible job.
 
   The other three were patrolling the perimeter of the house.  She wondered why, when she realized they fully expected her to drive up with the three children and calmly hand them over.  Well, they were mistaken.  She wished she had time to sharpen the knife she had purchased to a razor edge, but it would have to do.  Even if its edge was blunt, she’d take out these men, one by one.  
 
   She slipped up on the first of her targets, the one with the cigarette he couldn’t live without…he didn’t.  He barely made a sound as his lifeblood was pumping out of the slit across his neck.  She didn’t wait to watch and see if he would die well, she knew where the knife had cut.  She went on to her next victim and then her next.  Only the fourth, alerted somehow to his companions’ silence, was a struggle.  She ended up plunging her military-issued Ontario 490 into his heart and holding her hand over his mouth to keep him from alerting those in the house.  She then wiped her knife on his Shalwar Kameez.  As the light from the house fell on his face, she felt immense satisfaction knowing that one of her rapists was now dead by her own hand.
 
   Marsha slipped onto the back porch and was disappointed to find that the patio door she had counted on using was locked.  Using her knife, she attempted to jimmy the lock, but some sound or something caused Maahir to come into sight.  Marsha could feel the pounding of her pulse in her head and in her arms as she saw one of the men she hated.  Not because of the rapes, but because the man would return her to his brother out of a sense of duty.  Maahir had actually been kind to her in camp when Zabi wasn’t looking.  To have him here, in her parents’ home, was causing Marsha all sorts of anxiety.  She slipped away, hoping he wouldn’t go looking for his guards.  She went to the scene of many a childhood escape and was disappointed to find that her parents had removed the trellis she previously had used as a ladder.  Swearing under her breath, she went to the pantry window and pushed on it.  It hadn’t been locked, it had probably been overlooked.  Unfamiliar with American homes, she hoped it simply hadn’t occurred to the men that a window in the pantry would need to be checked or that there would even be a window there.
 
   As she slipped through the pantry and into the kitchen, she could see her parents tied to the elegant dining chairs her mother took such pride in.  The set was from the 1800s and she had tried on more than one occasion to say they were a family heirloom.  They probably were, but not the Gagliano family.  The Gaglianos had come over after WWII and didn’t bring any furniture with them.  Marsha kept herself from being seen as she reconnoitered.  She didn’t want her mother or father to get hurt by their own actions, however well intentioned.
 
   Marsha heard a creak upstairs.  She knew exactly where that loose floorboard was.  She’d had to hop over it many times in her youth to avoid detection as her mother had dog-like hearing.  Was it any surprise that MaryBeth must have realized that Marsha was in the house?  She heard her yelling, or attempting to yell through the tape they had around her mouth.  Marsha heard it and someone else heard it, and they came running.
 
   Marsha was set, or so she thought; however, she wasn’t set to see Zabi suddenly standing before her wearing typically American jeans and a t-shirt.  She went to strike him with her knife.  He fisted it aside, knocking it out of alignment and causing it to strike his shoulder instead of the artery blow she had hoped for.  She quickly pulled back and set herself again, knowing he would strike.  The delight on his face startled her.  She knew how much he had loved to conquer this American female warrior, but his excitement was a palpable thing.
 
   She pulled the knife back and quickly tried to strike him again.  She used her right hand, hiding her left from his view as she worked at getting her gun out.  She wasn’t going to take a chance.  She heard her mother’s grunts against the tape behind her.  She was becoming clearer and must be working at the tape across her mouth.  Marsha knew that duct tape did not hold up well with moisture.  It would be so like her mother to be unable to keep quiet and to work the tape away from her mouth.  She struck out at Zabi with the knife and he easily slapped it away again, his strength and her fear of him causing her to make mistakes.
 
   “Where are my children, woman?” he asked her conversationally.
 
   “You mean my children?”
 
   “No, I mean mine,” he lunged at her as she tried to fend him off with the knife.  Her other hand came up and she slipped the safety off with her thumb before gripping it steadily, automatically, as it fit comfortably in her hand.  She may not have fired a gun in over five years, and then only on the practice target, but she brought it up and fired straight into Zabi’s body.  While he was celebrating his ability to fight her off with her knife, she shot him.  She didn’t stop at one shot as she saw the look of confusion on his sadistic face.  She fired and she fired and she fired.  She stopped at the count of fourteen.  Holding the gun straight out, she was shocked to watch him fall.  He had stayed upright as she quickly triggered the gun.  He had probably been dead by the second or third shot, but she had kept on shooting to be certain.  He was definitely dead as he fell.  She was confused as she heard another shot right after she stopped her own firing.  Looking up and around, she saw a neat, little hole between her mother’s eyes.  She quickly looked over her shoulder and brought her gun to bear.
 
   Maahir must have thought the Beretta was empty, as he raised his own to shoot her in cold blood.  The service pistol she had chosen was a Beretta M9.  The standard army-issued Beretta held fifteen rounds of 9mm ammunition.  She knew that there were ten round versions available.  She only wished she could have obtained one of those versions made by a couple of companies that produced thirty round magazines.  It had felt comfortable in her hand, was lightweight, but with the clip and one in the chamber, held only fifteen rounds.  She knew that would have to be enough.  Besides, she had two more clips on her belt.  The one shot she got off before he could fire didn’t even register in her brain, it was so automatic.  She took a step…not forward, but backward and to the side, to get out of his line of fire.  She dropped the clip from the pistol and was already reaching for the replacement.  Not until the gun was reloaded and a round chambered did she even look to see that she had killed him outright.  She walked over to the body and kicked the pistol away from his hand, just in case she was wrong.  For good measure, she put a bullet between his eyes.
 
   Turning, Marsha looked sadly at her parents.  She kept her cocked pistol in her hands as she walked towards them.  She could see the sadness in her father’s eyes as he looked over at his spouse of over forty years.  She went around behind him to untie his hands.  The smell of urine was strong in the air.
 
   “Were there any more?” she asked him when he ripped the tape from his mouth.
 
   “Four of them, outside,” he warned her as he went to untie his feet.
 
   That accounted for all of them.  She let him mourn his wife, her mother, as she looked around the house, wondering what Zabi and his kinsmen had thought of the trappings of American wealth.  He must have thought it would be so easy to get her back, to get his children back.  He hadn’t counted on a well-trained officer of the army…a pissed off woman he had made helpless and victimized for so many years.  He hadn’t counted on a mother protecting her young.
 
   The police were the first to arrive.  They found the front door open and father and daughter sitting in the living room waiting for them.  Lawrence looked dazed and a bit confused.  The other person sitting there, a woman in her twenties dressed in fatigues, held a Beretta in her hand, the safety off.
 
   “Ma’am, could you put the gun down?” one of the officers requested gently.  Marsha looked up.  She’d heard them coming of course, but it didn’t register that she was still holding the gun.  She put the safety on and holstered the gun in one effortless move.
 
   “Ma’am, I’m going to have to ask you to give me the gun,” he ordered a bit more sternly.
 
   “I understand that; however, I will not give up my gun to anyone but an officer in the army,” she told him in a cold, flat voice.  He looked into her dark brown eyes that looked almost dilated, and shuddered.  He wondered if she was on drugs.  He’d been on the scene first and seen the dead man in the driveway.
 
   “Are there any others here?” he asked, other officers coming up behind him.
 
   “Yes, sir.  There are four dead outside and three inside, including my mother.”
 
   “Did you kill them all?”
 
   “No, sir,” she answered respectfully and then refused to answer any more questions.  Her silence annoyed them.  Since she was armed, they stationed an armed officer by the door as they checked the house out fully, both upstairs and down, inside and out, and confirmed what she had told them.  By the time they checked it thoroughly, the army officers were there.  Heather had called Marsha’s commanding officer, Colonel Brenson, and he had arranged to have her taken in by the army military police.
 
   “Now wait here.  This is our jurisdiction,” the first cop on the scene attempted to pull rank.  By the time they got their pissing match finished, Marsha was disarmed, in handcuffs, and in the back of a military vehicle under arrest.  Her father was taken away in an ambulance.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
    
 
   “Would you care to explain to me, Lieutenant Colonel Gagliano, what you were thinking last night?” Captain McKellan asked her as he visited her in the brig.  She’d caused a helluva lot of paperwork for him and this was a nightmare he didn’t need.  Six Afghanistan nationals who had slipped into the United States through Canada and across Michigan, were dead.  Also dead was a civilian, this woman’s mother.  He didn’t need it to get out that she went bonkers and killed them all.
 
   Marsha looked up at Captain McKellan, one of the few men she felt she could trust.  She didn’t blame all men for what had happened to her, but his defense of her and the long hours they had spent together meant she trusted him.  “You’re a good man, Lance.  I appreciate everything you’ve done for me and my wife.”  She didn’t elaborate.  She stuck to her infernal silence.
 
   After trying for an hour, Lance left the room.  He was met by General Biggins, who he saluted and stood at attention for.  “This is a really big SNAFU, Captain!” he stated without preamble.  “What the hell was an unbalanced person doing with an army-issued Beretta?”
 
   Lance nearly laughed at the acronym SNAFU.  He thought it an appropriate use of the words that it stood for: Situation Normal All Fucked Up.  “Sir, I believe that Lieutenant Colonel Gagliano was defending her family.  We’ll know more after forensics finishes at the site.  We also need to question her father.”
 
   “You know that the press is going to have a field day with this, don’t you?  I told you to take care of this for me!”
 
   “I did, sir.  We couldn’t know that the Afghan nationals would be this determined to obtain custody of Gagliano and her children.”
 
   “Find out how they got into this country and keep me informed.  I’ve already got Kodel trying to say she lied during her testimony!”
 
   “Yes, sir.  Of course, sir,” he promised.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   “Can I see my wife?” Heather pleaded with Lance when she finally got him to answer his phone two days later.  “She is alive, right?”
 
   Lance felt terrible that he couldn’t tell Heather more.  It had been a nightmarish couple of days.  He had help from the State Department since they had been involved in Marsha’s case all those months ago.  They helped to confirm how Zabi and his brother and the four tribesmen had gotten into the country.  Nothing had alerted border patrol about six guys going sightseeing in the U.S.  Meanwhile, they waited for forensics to confirm that Marsha had killed all six men.  He only hoped they wouldn’t confirm she had also killed her own mother.  “I’m sorry, Mrs. Gagliano,” he said formally, “Lieutenant Colonel Gagliano is being held under military…” he began, but she interrupted him.
 
   “Lance, don’t do this to me.  I beg you.  I finally got her back.  I need to see her.  I need to know she is okay.”
 
   “I can confirm that she is alive and unhurt,” he told her, again sounding official in case this was being monitored.  He didn’t want to slip up, although her use of his first name would not look good if anyone was listening.
 
   “That’s it?  Can you tell me where they are holding her?  Can I see her?”  She sounded frantic and he could hear the baby crying in the background.
 
   “I’m sorry, Mrs. Gagliano, I have no information I can give you at this time.  This is a military matter.”  He hated having to pull military protocol, but his butt could be on the line here too.
 
   “Are you forgetting it was me who called you the other night?” she tried to guilt trip him.
 
   “Yes, ma’am, I am aware of this; however, at this time Lieutenant Colonel Gagliano is being held until our investigation shows exactly what happened.”
 
   “What did happen, Lance?”
 
   “I’m sorry, Mrs. Gagliano.  I’m not at liberty to release that information at this time.”
 
   “You bastard,” she spat at him, releasing some of her anger and anxiety at the same time as she slammed down the phone.
 
   Lance stared at the phone as he heard the dial tone.  He understood Heather’s frustration, but there really was nothing he could do.  Marsha had used military equipment to kill those men.  While she may have defended her parents, it didn’t justify killing them.  They needed to get to the bottom of it.  He’d already subpoenaed Marsha’s phone records and some other information he might need in her defense.  He felt bad about Heather.  She was a really nice woman and had welcomed his wife to the area and even shown her around.  He sensed she had few, if any, friends and the two had hit it off.  His own wife was asking questions and he could say nothing.
 
   A week went by and still Marsha kept her silence.  Lance petitioned for visitation rights for Heather and was denied.  They were determined to break Marsha.  Her father was able to make a statement.  He told how these men had pretended to be lost and then out of the blue asked, “Aren’t you Lieutenant Gagliano’s father?”  When he confirmed his identity, proud of his daughter who he considered a hero, and their apparent knowledge of her, they had pistol-whipped him and his wife and tied them up.  They were convinced that Marsha was living in their home and when they saw no evidence of either her or the children, they became angry. 
 
   “Where is she?” the angry one asked them over and over.  He was later confirmed to be Maahir, Zabi’s brother.  He appeared to be the only one of the tribesmen who spoke English.  It was only after Marsha had phoned that they calmed down.  She was on her way, they were certain.  Maahir taunted Lawrence and MaryBeth with that fact.  There was nothing the two could do.  They were tied up for days, weak from lack of food, and had pissed themselves because their captives wouldn’t let them be released for basic necessities.
 
   “Where is Marsha?  I need to see my daughter,” he sobbed.  
 
   “I’m sorry, sir.  We need all the information you can give us to mount a defense for Marsha,” Captain McKellan told the distraught father.
 
   Lawrence looked at the man who had introduced himself as her defense lawyer.  He didn’t have much faith in the man since he wouldn’t tell him anything.  “I want to see my daughter,” he demanded once again.  They had released him from the hospital into the custody of his son the other day.  Marvin had some disparaging words for the army and for the fact that his sister had killed so many in their parents’ home.
 
   “You don’t understand.  They came here to take her children,” Lawrence defended his daughter to his son.
 
   “If she had stayed home like a good woman and not married that dyke, she would never have been over in that God-forsaken country in the first place and none of this would ever have happened,” he reasoned.
 
   “When did I raise you to be such a sexist bigot?” he wondered as he looked at his son in horror.  It was then that he realized what an influence MaryBeth had been on her children.  This one was a lot like her: opinionated, self-serving, and rude.  In Marsha, she had raised a rebellious woman who didn’t conform to any of the things that MaryBeth held sacred.  She had gone into the army and become her own woman.  He’d been disappointed to find out she was a lesbian, but she was more of a respectable human being than this son of his.  She’d also had the good sense to marry Heather, who had turned out to be a good mother to their daughter Hayley.  
 
   Marvin went on and on as he drove his father to his home in Ohio.  He had opinions on everything from the army to the possibility that Marsha had stolen those children and those men were merely trying to retrieve them.  Lawrence stopped listening.  After a lifetime of putting up with MaryBeth and her strong opinions, he was used to tuning out such crap.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   “Lieutenant Colonel Gagliano, if you refuse to answer our questions you will be stripped of any and all commendations and sent to Leavenworth for a lifetime of hard labor,” they threatened her.  
 
   Marsha remained quiet.  It wasn’t until they allowed her to see Heather that she finally broke down and cried.  She cried—not for the men she had killed, not even for the death of her mother—she cried because she might not ever see her wife and children again.  Even this visit was through a window and they didn’t allow the two women to touch.  The phone call was stilted and non-revealing.  They were both aware they were being monitored in the hopes that Marsha would give away something, anything.  When Heather was taken away after a mere fifteen-minute visit and Marsha was returned to her cell, she cried.
 
   “I’d like to see my counsel, Captain Lance McKellan,” she formally requested.  They ignored her.  She’d remained quiet when they wanted her to talk.  Now she wanted something from them and they would let her rot.  It took two days and seven requests before Captain McKellan was even informed that his client wanted to see him.
 
   “Marsha, it’s about time,” he said to her as they sat in a room at the base’s jail.  
 
   Marsha looked around, knowing they were being listened to.  “I won’t talk here.  I want to tell you some things.”
 
   “Yes, you need to tell me what happened that night,” he encouraged her.
 
   She nodded, but that was not what he was looking for.  “I’ll tell you that, but I remembered something.  Is Colonel Kodel still behind this?  Is this why the army is coming down on me so hard?” she indicated the handcuffs and ankle cuffs that she was wearing.
 
   Lance looked at her incredulously, wondering where her line of thought was going.  Of course Kodel was behind some of this, and so was Biggins.  He was pissed that he had started to turn Gagliano into a hero only to have her go rogue.  The paperwork for this incident was absolutely astounding.  The State Department was also going nuts over the six dead Afghan natives they had on their hands.
 
   “I assure you, sir,” she said formally to the captain, “Colonel Kodel and General Biggins will want to hear what I have to say.  It’s regarding one Lieutenant Kodel,” she put enough insinuation into what she was saying that Lance knew whoever was listening was on the phone already to beat him to the punch. 
 
   “I hope you know what you are doing,” he muttered, wondering at the bluff she was pulling.
 
   Marsha just winked at him, sat back, and waited.  They didn’t have long to wait.
 
   “Your client, the prisoner, is being transferred,” Lance was told when two MPs came in to escort Marsha out to a waiting Hummer.
 
   “Where is she being transferred?” he asked, trying to keep up.  They were doing their best as Marsha could only shuffle along in the leg irons.
 
   “Washington,” was the short answer and Lance stopped still as he watched them stuff her into the vehicle.  He quickly gathered his things and returned to his base where a series of phone calls confirmed Marsha’s eventual location.  He called Heather next.
 
   “Hello?” she spoke cautiously into the phone.  Somehow the media had gotten their phone number and hadn’t left her alone since the story broke that there had been a shooting spree in Michigan by an army lieutenant colonel named Gagliano.  MaryBeth would have been proud of the publicity, Heather often thought.
 
   “Heather?  Don’t hang up.  I need Marsha’s dress uniform and some changes of clothing.  I need you to pack too.  I’m heading to Washington.”
 
   “What?  Why?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I can’t tell you…not yet.  Can you find someone to take the children?”  He hoped she had someone in mind.  He would need her to keep Marsha calm.  He didn’t know what she knew, but if she was pulling a bluff, she would be going away for a long, long time.
 
   “I guess,” she answered hesitantly, looking at the children and wondering if she dared.
 
   “I’ll be there in a little over an hour,” he told her as he hung up the phone.  He raced to his house to pack his own bag, annoyed that his wife wasn’t there.  He had no time to leave her anything but a note on the fridge as he headed to Marsha and Heather’s home.  He was surprised to find his own wife there answering the door.
 
   “What are you doing here?” he asked, surprised.
 
   “I’m babysitting,” she answered drolly and then her gray eyes twinkled at him. “Consider it good practice for when we have our own brood.”  
 
   He smiled as he saw Heather with one packed bag and a suit bag that must contain the lieutenant colonel’s dress blues.  “Let’s go,” he told her and escorted her out to his convertible.
 
   “What about saying goodbye to my kids?” she asked, annoyed as he hustled her out of the house.
 
   “There is no time.  I secured us seats on a military flight and it leaves in,” he consulted his watch, “fifteen minutes.  Otherwise we won’t be able to get another until late tonight.  The kids won’t even miss you.”
 
   She hoped he was right as she allowed herself to be put in his car and driven away without so much as a hug from the children.  She fretted about that until she thought about Marsha.  “What do you know about Marsha?”
 
   “Not much.  She stated something in our interview today that had the brass hopping.  They immediately transferred her to Washington.  I assume they will want her to testify.  Somehow Kodel and Biggins are involved and I have to get there.”
 
   “Why do you need me?” she wondered.
 
   “For Marsha’s sake.  So she doesn’t go rogue again.”
 
   That gave Heather enough to think about for a long time.  It wasn’t until she was in the noisy plane heading for Washington with servicemen and women and even dogs, that she thought of more questions to ask him.  By then it was too late, too crowded, and too noisy.  She’d have to wait until they landed.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
    
 
   “Lieutenant Colonel Gagliano, will you please explain what you know about the night of…” began the questioning, similar to the debriefing they had done on her not so long ago.
 
   In clear, concise words, Marsha confessed to the killings of Zabi, his brother Maahir, and the four tribesmen that had accompanied them.  She made sure to mention that Zabi and one of the tribesmen had been among the men who had raped her.  She mentioned that Zabi was the father of her children.  She also told them about the threat he had made over the phone.  Captain McKellan had already provided proof that a phone call had come from her house to her parents’ phone that night and Heather had been allowed to testify about what she had seen that night before Marsha left their home.
 
   “And you waited the promised hours until you reported your wife to Captain McKellan?” she was asked.
 
   Marsha didn’t like that they were questioning Heather.  Her wife was not in the military and she was not under investigation.  The fact that she had known Marsha was leaving the house with a loaded gun seemed to put her and her testimony under suspicion.
 
   As they went over the events of that night, they read her father’s testimony into the record.  Marsha wondered if perhaps he was angry at her over her mother’s death and that was why he didn’t make an appearance.  
 
   “You stated to Captain McKellan that you remembered something,” stated Colonel Kodel who was now back in dress uniform and sitting on the panel convened to pass judgement on Marsha.  This proved there had been listening devices back in the jail where Marsha had been held.
 
   “Yes, sir, that is correct,” she answered clearly into the microphone before her.  She saw several of the same panelists who had questioned her illegally before, ignoring SERE protocol.  She wondered if they would make her go through the psychological testing once again.  After all, she had gone rogue.
 
   “Could you explain that?” he asked hastily, almost eagerly.
 
   “Sir, I believe that information would be better served in a more private setting rather than…” she began, but was cut off.
 
   “Lieutenant Colonel Gagliano, are you refusing to answer our questions?” General Biggins asked, angrily.
 
   “No, sir.  Of course not, sir.  I just felt because of the delicate situation that I….” 
 
   “Your feelings in this do not matter.  Just answer what you are asked,” he commanded.
 
   “Yes, sir,” she answered formally.  She glanced at Lance for a moment before she took a deep breath.  “As you know, I didn’t remember some of the things from my time in Afghanistan.  From my statements and your questions, I knew you were frustrated that I didn’t remember more.  I tried, I really tried, but I couldn’t.  I didn’t think there was any more.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” Colonel Kodel interrupted.  “Get to the point!”
 
   “You asked if I remembered anything that I bring it to my counsel.  There wasn’t time; however, I did remember something.  I remembered something that involves your son, Lieutenant Kodel.”
 
   “Perhaps we should take this in a more private session…” Kodel began, but was stopped by Biggins.
 
   “You denied her that privilege earlier.  Let’s hear what she has to say.”
 
   Marsha told them of how the tribe lived in the caves in winter to avoid the weather and in tents during the summer, often visiting other tribes so their young people could pair up.  She could sense some of her audience getting impatient as all of this was in her previous testimony.  They perked up when she stated that on one of their travels between camps, she was able to see along the plain.  She saw others who were traveling to the same meeting as they were and one of the travelers was in an army uniform.
 
   “Which army?” General Biggins asked.
 
   “He appeared to be American, sir,” she replied respectfully.
 
   “How could you be certain?”
 
   “Because I saw him again, twice more, sir.”
 
   “Please go on with your story,” he stated, intrigued with whatever intelligence she could give them.  He was beginning to suspect he knew who the man might be and glanced at Colonel Kodel to see if he too had figured that out.  The man looked pale.
 
   “We arrived at the gathering of the three tribes.  There were games where the men tore apart a sheep while riding horses and the winner got the sheep.  There were other contests, foot races, and this was when I believe I saw Lieutenant Kodel,” she revealed.
 
   “That’s a lie!  My son was…” Colonel Kodel interrupted to object, but was silenced by General Biggins and another man.
 
   “He ran in the footrace, clearly a part of the tribe.  I couldn’t believe my eyes, but then I was called back to my duties and didn’t see him again during that gathering.”
 
   “How long ago was that?” General Biggins asked.
 
   “I’m sorry, sir, but I have no concept of time while I was over there.  I can say it was after I gave birth to my daughter and had miscarried my first son.”  Marsha saw some sympathetic nods before she continued, “The third and final time I saw Lieutenant Kodel was in a skirmish between the tribes.  I was traveling with Zabi’s extended family when we were attacked by another tribe.  Lieutenant Kodel was among the other tribe attacking us.  They exchanged sword fight, but when the men brought out the AK-47s and shot at each other, both tribes hid and slowly backed off.  I know one of the men in Zabi’s tribe was killed and mourned.  I don’t know how many in the other tribe were hit or killed.”  She finished her remembrances and waited.
 
   The room was silent.  Into that silence, Colonel Kodel felt compelled to object. 
 
   “That couldn’t possibly be my son.  This is a set up.  She’ll say anything to protect her hide!”
 
   “I think, colonel, in light of this new information, along with the information we gathered in Bagram, that we can formally charge your son with being a traitor,” General Biggins announced.
 
   In the hoopla that followed, Marsha watched amazed as Colonel Kodel attempted to shout that idea down, defending his missing son and the credibility of information that Marsha recalled.
 
   “You’ve done it now,” Lance murmured beside her.
 
   “I’ve only told the truth of what I remembered,” she murmured back, glancing behind them at her wife sitting there, shocked at the behavior of these military brass.
 
   “I wonder what else is buried in there,” he murmured back as they waited for everyone to calm down.  Colonel Kodel was finally escorted by MPs from the large chamber where they had been holding the hearing.
 
   “I think we will need some time to evaluate your testimony, Lieutenant Colonel Gagliano,” General Biggins told her formally.  “For the moment, you are dismissed; however, do not leave Washington.”
 
   Marsha was surprised.  Just this morning she had been led into a room in chains to get into her dress blues.  Now she was being let go, but only on the condition that she stay in town.
 
   “Let’s go,” hissed Lance as he took her elbow to lead her through the swinging barrier, “before they change their minds.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” she tried to say, but was cut off by the captain as she was led out of the room, her wife following behind her.
 
   “Don’t question it.  Just go!” he urged her until they were out of the building.  She looked around, blinking at the harsh sunlight.  
 
   “What just happened?” Marsha asked.
 
   “The witch-hunt constructed by Kodel has just turned on him.  He’s been defending his gay son to any and all, assuring them that he couldn’t possibly be involved with a transsexual.  He himself is so homophobic, it bleeds from his ears.  He was after you with a vengeance,” he confessed.  “I think it was a transference of the anger he felt towards his son.  What you just told that formal committee only confirmed rumors.  If he was running off with that woman who was once a man, that was desertion.  He can’t sweep that under the rug…not anymore.  Furthermore, it looks like dear old sunny boy may be a traitor as well.”
 
   “I really didn’t make that up,” Marsha started to defend herself.
 
   “Look, they can ignore your defense of your children and parents for this,” he assured her.
 
   “What?  I killed six men and one of them killed a civilian, my own mother!” 
 
   “Yes, but we have a man on the loose in Afghanistan that is a traitor.  We are at war within the country and while we make a strategic withdrawal, men like him will be a bounty if we can find them.”
 
   “But what will that have to do with what I’m being charged with?”  she was confused.
 
   “They will probably recommend your testimony in exchange for your silence.  Come on, let’s get you to your hotel.”
 
   Marsha was thrilled that she could finally touch Heather’s hand, even if it was just for holding.  They held hands as Captain McKellan drove them to the hotel where Heather was staying and checked the lieutenant colonel in.
 
   “Do you think I’ll lose my commission?” she wondered aloud as they drove along.
 
   “I don’t think you are comprehending how big a betrayal we are talking here.  Colonel Kodel was involved in a cover-up of his son’s misdeeds.  While what you did was not sanctioned, they will probably ask you to retire,” McKellan explained.  “Are you going to fight that retirement or accede to their wishes?”
 
   “I’ll have to think about it,” she hedged, not willing to commit.
 
   “You do that,” he left it at that.  He knew it could be days before they heard from the committee while they debated over the information she had given them.  
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Marsha was called before them twice more.  Her willingness to help and her testimony, which did not deviate from the first that she gave, made it hard to debate despite Colonel Kodel’s cronies’ attempts.  Even Colonel Rugster tried.  Their questioning was reminiscent of the interrogation that Marsha had received earlier in the year and Captain McKellan was prepared for them.  His objections were loud and fast.  
 
   Finally, the committee decided exactly what Captain McKellan had warned Marsha they would do.
 
   “Are you prepared to retire at the rank of lieutenant colonel for health reasons, most particularly PTSD?  In exchange, we will not prosecute the events that occurred in Michigan.”
 
   “No, sir.  I will not,” Marsha said clearly into the microphone, not allowing Lance to say anything on her behalf.  She could hear his intake of breath beside her.  She also saw the shock on many of the panelists’ faces at her audacity.  “I will, however, accept a medical retirement provided I receive 100% disability and my family and I receive full benefits associated with the rank of lieutenant colonel.  Further, if you drop any such consideration of those charges, I will keep my silence regarding the treasonous actions of one Lieutenant Kodel,” she dropped that little bombshell and sat back as the panel turned off their own microphones and whispered amongst themselves.
 
   Lance turned off their microphone and leaned in to Marsha’s ears.  “You have them by the balls, don’t squeeze,” he warned her.  She nodded shortly.
 
   “If asked, will you return to testify against Lieutenant Kodel?” the general had turned his microphone back on after a long debate.
 
   Marsha turned her microphone back on as she nodded, “Of course, sir.  I feel it would be my duty.”
 
   After much consideration, mostly posturing on the part of the various ranks, they granted her request.  Effective immediately, Marsha would be retired at the rank of lieutenant colonel in exchange for her and her wife’s silence.  They had thrown that last bit in—if she or her wife violated that silence, she could be prosecuted as a war criminal for her actions that took place in Michigan.
 
   Marsha and her wife were granted the courtesy of a flight back to Chicago.  “What just happened?” Heather asked, feeling as though the last couple of days had been unreal.
 
   “We got our life back.  We can never speak about my testimony, but you and I both know what it was.  Let’s just never talk about it again,” Marsha said meaningfully, her look glancing past her wife to the captain across the aisle.  “We have to decide where we are going to go, what we are going to do,” she told her wife.
 
   “Wow, we have a lot to decide, with the kids and all.”
 
   “That we do, baby.  That we do,” she answered as she held her wife’s hand and then brought it to her lips for a kiss on the back.  Chocolate brown eyes met cornflower blue eyes in mutual understanding.
 
    
 
   EPILOGUE
 
    
 
   The funeral for MaryBeth Gagliano had been put on hold while Lawrence tried to get his son to understand that he wanted to wait for his daughter to attend, but as he couldn’t find out where she was being held, they went ahead without her.  Lawrence put his house up for sale the next day.  The cleaners had gone through and removed the blood stains, replaced the carpet, and thoroughly cleaned the place, but Lawrence wanted no memories of the place where his wife had been killed.
 
   Eagerly anticipating the proceeds from the sale of his dad’s house, Marvin was thrilled to take him back to Ohio with him.  He was so sure he would get his hands on the money that his father would get for the lakeside house, that he was willing to put up with the cantankerous old coot…that was, until his sister Marsha called.
 
   “Dad?” she finally tracked him down at Marvin’s.  The real estate signs in front of the old house had alarmed her and the agents wouldn’t give her the number of where her father was staying.
 
   “Marsha?  Are you okay?  Where are you?” he asked, his questions sounding very much like MaryBeth’s.
 
   “I’m fine, Dad.  I’ve decided to retire,” she told him.  “Heather and I are going to check out Silicon Valley and maybe something out in Colorado.  We were wondering if you’d like to go along?  Maybe live near us or with us?  Get to know your grandkids?  Maybe provide them with a father figure?”  She realized she sounded like her mother with all these questions and she subsided into silence while she waited for her father to answer.
 
   “You want me to go with you?” he clarified, feeling suddenly choked up and wanted.  He knew why Marvin wanted him.  The twit was already shopping for a new boat, the mercenary little bastard.
 
   “Yeah, how about you come along while we drive out there and see what we find.  Maybe I’ll send out a few resumes and see who responds.”
 
   “You won’t have any ties on the base?”
 
   “Naw, I got my discharge papers already.”  She didn’t tell him they had been issued in haste by Washington and were conditional on her silence.  “I retired a lieutenant colonel.  They were probably glad to see me go.”
 
   “Was it for PTSD?” he asked, worriedly.
 
   “Yeah, that, and it was time.  I’ve spent enough time away from Heather and the kids.  We need to find each other and a balance in our family life.  The kids are young so wherever we settle, they can start over without it being too much stress on their school life.  We’d like you to come along.  Are you game?”
 
   Lawrence was thrilled to be asked.  He knew Marsha was just as she seemed and wanted nothing other than his presence.  Getting to know his grandkids sounded great to him and providing a male figure to them was right up his alley.  He agreed wholeheartedly.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   “Are we ready?” Marsha asked a few days later.  They had the rack on top of the van with a plastic box that contained suitcases.  The van was filled with things for the children and a cooler that contained juices and other snacks.  The diaper bag was filled to overflowing and there was an extra bag packed in the back just for diapers.  Her father was sitting in the passenger seat and would switch off with Heather or Marsha as they’d take turns driving west to see what jobs were available to a retired army lieutenant colonel who specialized in computer systems.  The future looked bright wherever they landed.  They would be back for their possessions, but for now they were on a big adventure together.
 
   As they sang songs with the children or watched movies on the overhead flat screens, Marsha realized there would always be secrets in their family.  Her silence was paramount to their continued safety as well as their future.  When she went back to pack up the house one final time, she would debate over the burqa and whether she should pack it with the rest of her belongings.  It was the chador that would create the biggest debate in her mind.  As she admired the beautiful material, she decided to keep it, thinking of it as a veil…her veil of silence.
 
    
 
   THE END
 
    
 
   If you have enjoyed VEIL OF SILENCE, you may enjoy K’Anne’s unforgettable novel SMALL TOWN ANGEL.  A sample is here for your enjoyment:
 
    
 
   As the bus pulled into Port Washington she wondered if she should get off at this stop or go further up the coast.  The bus was still pretty crowded, they had taken on a lot of passengers in Milwaukee, but Amy decided to wait it out, see where it went.  She knew the end of the line for this particular section of her journey would be Green Bay but she was searching.  Searching for something.  Anything.  She wasn’t sure what, but her instincts told her to sit down and bear with the fates, to put up with the smelly obese woman who had gotten on the bus back in Milwaukee and overflowed her seat into Amy’s.  This woman apparently hadn’t washed in days and eaten garlic right before she got on the transport.  Amy grinned at herself and was polite to the woman.  She probably had no idea that she smelled or that she even was taking up part of Amy’s seat on the cramped bus.  Amy was willing to put up with it.  Something kept her in her seat and not just the fact that she was packed in like a sardine.
 
   She watched as more passengers got on and off in Port Washington.  The large noisy bus took off once again and headed up the Eastern coast of Wisconsin and up toward The Thumb.  The appendage of land that stuck out into Lake Michigan and got its moniker from what it looked like jutting off out into the water like that.  They headed into Door County and the towns got smaller.  The smaller towns enchanted her as they pulled in and out of them, dropping off and picking up other passengers.  She didn’t mind the constant starts and stops.  It was fascinating to people watch, to see the different sights, the changing of the fall leaves.  Occasionally they pulled into a small town where she actually got a glimpse of the large inland sea known as Lake Michigan.  All her life it had been a feature on a map and now she was actually seeing it.  
 
   Slowly the bus emptied as more people got off rather than on it.  At Sturgeon Bay they crossed a bridge that separated the ‘mainland’ from an island on the appendage.  They continued north on Hwy 57 through places like Whitefish Bay, Bailey’s Harbor, and Moonlight Bay.  Later she would become familiar with Egg Harbor, Sister Bay, and other such intriguing and unique names.  It was at Northpoint that her inner voice said to get off the bus.  Her ticket was paid in full for Green Bay but something told her to get up, get out, and the driver obliged her.  It wasn’t his lookout where his passengers disembarked and he helped her get her large bag out from under the bus.  Northpoint was his ‘turnaround’ point anyway.  The northern most point on The Thumb where he would turn the bus and go south once again on Hwy 42 this time and hit those little towns that relied on this service.  He watched as she hitched her large backpack and managed to pull along behind her the large bag he had just pulled out from the luggage compartment.  Fortunately, it was on wheels and had an extendable handle.  He wondered if she carried a cast iron kitchen sink in the thing it was so heavy.  He shook his head as he began to pack the couple of bags his new passengers handed him and forgot about her.
 
   Amy headed for a sign she had seen from the bus.  The Duck and Swan Inn was charming looking.  She knew since it was a Bed and Breakfast that it would be expensive but she was tired, and she was cranky.  After sleeping several days in various bus seats, she needed a good night’s sleep as well a nice hot bath.  She rubbed her arms at the gate from the coolness of the evening as she looked around wondering if this was it, this was her last destination.  Would this be her new home?
 
   “May I help you?” a pleasant faced woman answered her ringing of the small discreet bell on the counter at the front of the home she had walked into.  She had hesitated to just walk in to the inn but an equally discrete sign had invited her in and she hoped it was okay.
 
   “Hello, I’m Amy Adams and I was hopin’ you had a room?” she asked with a pleasant smile, returning the one the woman was giving her.
 
   “Oh you timed it right, it’s the end of the season and we have a few open now during the week.  Good thing you didn’t come this weekend or there would be nothing in town available, would you like one with a fireplace?” she asked.
 
   “Oh, a fireplace sounds lovely,” Amy enthused.
 
   “And how many nights?” she asked as she pushed a registration card across the small counter.
 
   Amy filled it out quickly and with neat handwriting the woman noted.  “A couple of nights?” Amy asked hopefully.
 
   “That will be fine but we do need the room for the weekend as we are full up,” she replied as she read the details Amy had filled in.  “I’ll need payment up front and a picture I.D?”
 
   Amy was ready for her and handed over both a credit card and a driver’s license which the lady took and processed efficiently.  “I’m Sarah Katzenburger, and me and my husband own this house,” she introduced herself as the credit card went through the little pin pad and printed out a receipt for Amy to sign.
 
   “It’s a lovely house,” Amy commented as she looked around at the homey touches and antique look of the saltbox house.  From the outside it was weathered, probably from the storms that must occur due to the lake.
 
   “Well, breakfast is from six to nine a.m. and I can arrange a lunch or dinner at any of our fine restaurants around town if you are interested,” she said brightly as she reached for an antique key and handed it with a receipt to Amy.  She eyed her guest trying to figure out what a woman alone and with a southern accent would be doing this far north at this time of year.
 
   “That sounds fine,” Amy answered and ignored the inquiring look.  She knew most people wouldn’t ask too many personal questions until they felt more comfortable with a stranger and she hid behind that for now.  Tomorrow might be another day and the woman curious.  “I’ll need to find someplace tonight to eat dinner,” she commented with a broad hint.
 
   “Well, the burgers over at Chuckies’ are fantastic but he also does a full meal of steak and veggies,” she added when Amy first wrinkled her nose at ‘burgers.’
 
   “That sounds good, um where is it?” Amy asked.  Grease didn’t appeal after all that time on the bus and only bus stop food to tide her over but a full meal would sit just right.  She listened as Mrs. Katzenburger gave her a brief layout of the town and where Chuckies’ was in location to the inn.  Thanking her hostess she climbed the stairs to her room that was inscribed on the key and found to her delight not only did it have a fireplace but the wood already laid.  She put down her heavy suitcase and looked with delight at the private bathroom.  She was looking forward to that deep claw footed tub as she quickly washed up, ran a comb through her thick red hair and lightly freshened her makeup.  Looking in the mirror she examined her detested freckles that had mostly faded along with her summer tan.  She had smooth skin otherwise, brilliant green eyes, a fine narrow nose, and luscious ‘kissable’ lips.  Her eyes were her best feature she felt and her eyebrows delicately outlined them along with the double set of eyelashes that made it easy for her not to wear mascara as she didn’t need it.  Most redheads had light brown or red brows and lashes but not her.  Her’s were dark and clearly outlined her features.  She liked how she looked even though she had been teased about her looks her entire life.  One more run through with the comb and her hair was neat once again and she headed out of the delightful room she found herself in, locking it behind her and pocketing the key.
 
   Sarah watched as the new guest headed out for the evening and wondered about her once again.  She seemed pleasant enough but a southerner, which was going to create a bit of gossip in this touristy town.
 
   Amy found Chuckies with Sarah’s excellent directions and was pleased at the selection on the menu which was written above the bar.  She ordered a steak, home fries, and a salad as well as a Corona and asked if she could sit in a booth.  The bartender assured her she could and her entire meal would be brought to her when it was done.  He had frowned when she said she wanted it well done but her pretty smile with the hint of a dimple charmed him.  She took her beer and headed for an out of the way spot where she could watch the restaurant/bar and read the newspaper she had purchased.
 
   Amy started with the want ads and continued on through the ‘for sale’ ones, trying to get a feel for the area.  It covered all up and down the coast and the towns were all unfamiliar to her.  She’d have to purchase a map of Door County tomorrow when she was well rested.
 
   “Who’s that?” a tall dark headed woman asked as she sat on a stool at the bar.  The bartender didn’t ask her what she wanted as he poured a beer from the tap and slid it down to her where she expertly caught it in her hand and took a sip.
 
   “Tourist,” he grunted as he wiped the moisture from the well-polished bar.
 
   She nodded as she glanced curiously at the woman from the reflection of the mirror and then quickly averted her eyes to the other patrons of the bar classifying them by tourist or townie in moments.  Her eyes were drawn back to the redhead though as the light above her booth hit the strands of her hair most becomingly.  She could appreciate a good looking woman but when the woman either felt herself being observed or just looked up from her newspaper the brunette hastily concentrated on her draft.
 
   “Eats?” the bartender asked and at her nod he wrote up a tag for the kitchen and picked up the tray that the redhead had ordered and gave it to one of the waitresses.
 
   “This looks delicious!” Amy enthused as the waitress laid it out for her.  It smelled heavenly and her mouth was watering.  She cut a few slices of the steak and delicately put down her knife and picked up her fork to eat them along with the fries.  She reached across the table and applied ketchup to her plate so she could dip.  She carefully cut up her salad so she could eat convenient mouthfuls of it.  Her left hand repeatedly returned to her lap where she had delicately put her napkin.  She unconsciously showed off her manners and breeding to the establishment and anyone watching her.
 
   Amy really enjoyed the first sit down meal she’d had in days and when the waitress returned twice she ordered a second bottle of beer as she relaxed over the newspaper reading it from front to back.  She glanced up occasionally to look at the other patrons and noticed one or two observing her as well but her eyes glanced over them and kept going.
 
   She felt delightfully full as she handed over her credit card and waited for the waitress to return with the slip to be signed.  She had no problem leaving a twenty percent tip as she filled in the blanks and kept her copy stowing it and the extra copy of the bill in her wallet.  As she got up she carefully folded the newspaper back, tucked it under her arm, and headed out of the bar watched by a few people including the brunette who was eating her dinner at the bar.  
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   “Hello, I’m lookin’ for a realtor?” Amy asked the next morning as she presented herself at one of the local offices from the newspaper she had read the evening before.  She felt much better after a good night’s sleep and an excellent breakfast made by Mrs. Katzenburger.  She had met Mr. Katzenburger and a few of her other guests and chatted amiably with them.  She implied she was on vacation but found out a lot more about them than they did about her despite their well-meaning questions and inquiries.  She eagerly went out into the early fall weather with the sun shining brightly and realized she would have to get some fall clothes as it was a lot colder this far north than she was used to.  The lovely fall leaves were changing on the trees around the town.  It was rather picturesque.
 
   “Well you’ve found one!” the older woman told Amy with a smile.
 
   Amy returned the smile as she looked around the well-lit office.  Almost all of the small office was taken up by windows that allowed a two sided view of the marina and the lake.  It was light, airy, and perfect to show off the many pictures hanging on the walls over the windows and around them of properties for sale or already sold by this office.  “I’m lookin’ for a year round rental, possibly lease to own,” she told the woman.
 
   Lenora smiled at the possibility of a sale over just a rental and introduced herself quickly and efficiently.  “What exactly do you want in a home, a stand-alone, a condo, a fixer upper?  Will your husband be joining you, do you have children?” she asked.
 
   Only a brief shadow crossed Amy’s eyes but you would have had to know her very well to have seen it.  “No, this is just for myself so one or two bedrooms would be fine.  I don’t know about a fixer upper but what do you have?  Oh, I should tell you I’m thinkin’ of lookin’ into any businesses that may be for sale here in town as I’m thinkin’ of stayin’.”
 
   Lenora thought she had died and gone to heaven but she was also cautious.  Many tourists ‘thought’ they would like to stay in one of the many little towns located in this area of the state but they never stayed, it was all grandiose dreams and ‘what ifs’ and never came to anything.  A huge waste of her efforts and time.  She began to show the potential client the rentals she had on file but she also surreptitiously noted the woman was well dressed in slacks and a nice blouse with an expensive faux leather jacket that completed the outfit becomingly.  Her red hair was a little much and Lenora briefly thought it must be dyed to look that exact color especially with the dark eyebrows and lashes.  She did however speak slowly and precisely in her southern drawl which bespoke nice manners and a certain flair.  It impressed Lenora who began to discuss the businesses located in the town, both for the tourist trade and for the locals.  Most shopped in the larger towns for groceries or even trekked down to Green Bay for the major things.  Their town was a jumping off point to the islands that were out on the lake.  The ferry, and the fishing trips that were a major income for their little town.
 
   Amy was intrigued.  It had started as a small fishing village and grown to accommodate the tourists and still retained its homey charm.  It wasn’t large and yet enough people came through here to make it worth the locals while to maintain the tourist interests.
 
   Lenora showed her a couple of houses, driving her in and around the town as she shared news and Amy found one she liked.  An old hunting cabin that needed some work but was private, discrete, and had no near neighbors.  The price was amazingly low even for a rental but she knew it was more because of its location than anything else.  She carefully noted as Lenora showed her around how far it was from the town and determined it was a nice walk although with winter not that far off she would have to obtain a vehicle of some sort.  She signed the papers to rent with the contingency to make an offer at any time up to a year from the date of the rental.  She made sure to read the papers closely first.  Then Lenora began to show her some of the empty buildings in town as well as established businesses giving her a little gossip at the same time.
 
   “This one has been owned by the same family for nearly a hundred years, and I know the current owner has no interest in maintaining it anymore,” Lenora confessed as they went into a little market store with a few fishing reels on the one wall and a little bit of everything.  A house was attached to the store with a police cruiser in the drive.   Amy could already see the store was under-utilized and had shrunk from its former glory days, very little of the actual space was used.  She could see potential though.  It had a wraparound porch that went around the entire building except for the one side against the neighboring house and one side was out over the marina where a gas pump stood on a dock.
 
   “Hi Lenora, how’s tricks?” a little girl of about six or seven asked from behind the counter.  Amy blinked in surprise and tried not to laugh.
 
   “Heather, that’s not polite,” Lenora hissed reproachfully.  “You are to call me Mrs. Watson and not by my first name without permission.”
 
   “You call me by my first name,” the girl returned sulkily.  It was obvious her mode of address had been a repeat of something an adult had said at one point.
 
   “Where is your …” Lenora hesitated before continuing, “Mother?” she asked cautiously.
 
   “She’s around here somewhere,” the little girl replied saucily, she wasn’t kept down very long by Lenora’s tone and looked around the place as though to make her mother appear magically.
 
   “Why aren’t you in school today?” Lenora fired at the little girl.
 
   Amy watched amused as the little girl handled the prickly realtor effortlessly.  “Parent teacher conferences,” she said distractedly as she called out, “MOM!” and the two adults cringed at the ear-splitting yell that came from the small girl.
 
   “Yeah?” a voice answered from a back room and soon they all saw a brunette swagger into view, it was obvious she had been working on something as she was disheveled and looked like she had just gotten up.  Amy was amused as she recognized one of the patrons from the bar of last night and wondered if she had been drinking today.
 
   “Abby, I have someone here interested in your business,” Lenora began in her best salesmanship voice.  She didn’t see the startled look on either of the other women’s faces.  Amy because she wasn’t ready to just jump into it like that and Abby because she hadn’t expected to be approached like this.
 
   “Who say’s I’m ready to sell it?” Abby asked and the tone was similar to her daughter’s sulky one.
 
   “C’mon Abby, you know it’s gone downhill since your grandparents passed on and you don’t have the time for it anymore,” Lenora responded not in the least intimidated by her tone.
 
   “Maybe, but who says I wanna sell it?” Abby asked.
 
   “Abigail Shipman, you know you yourself said it not so long ago.  Now I have this nice lady who is looking at possible investments here in town, so are you interested or not in the possibility of someone taking it over?” Lenora asked hotly, sick of being toyed with, first by her impertinent daughter and now the mother.
 
   Abby grinned unrepentedly as she shared an amused glance with Amy.  “Maybe I am, maybe I ain’t,” she returned.
 
   Lenora exhaled loudly through her nose at this news and crossed her arms in annoyance.  “Well, we won’t waste your time then,” she said as she gestured to Amy that they should leave.
 
   Amy found herself being ushered out and glanced back amused into the brunette’s laughing brown eyes and nodded her goodbyes as Lenora puffed up like a wet chicken.  The rest of their morning she showed her empty buildings and while there were possibilities most of the ‘plans’ she had were vague re-creations of what already existed in the town.  Amy thanked her for her time, picked up the keys to her rental, and returned to the inn.
 
   Sitting down she made a list of things she was going to need at her new house and knew she only had about forty-eight hours to accomplish them.  She only had the room for another night and couldn’t stay longer because of the tourists.  With that in mind she caught the bus before it left town that afternoon using up her ticket that had been paid until Green Bay to head there.  She got to see the inland side of The Thumb.  Faintly across the water she could see land but not the towns until they got to Green Bay.  She got directions and took a cab to the car centers.  She knew what she would need in an area that got a lot of snow and what would be necessary to survive up here.  The salesmen were like any and her southern accent charmed them all.  She knew as a woman alone shopping for a car that she was at a disadvantage but she continued on until she came across a SUV she liked.  It got good gas mileage, had four-wheel drive, and was only ‘slightly’ used with low mileage so that she got a discount off the newer models.  She didn’t believe the story that an older couple had traded in the vehicle as it was ‘too much’ for them but she did like the four door vehicle with plenty of cargo area in the back.  She signed on all the necessary lines and took out a ‘small’ loan to establish herself in this area, fortunately it was still early enough in the day that her bank account in the south ‘checked out’ and they knew she was good for it.  Driving off the lot she felt powerful as she headed for the nearest home stores.
 
   She bought paint for the cabin, an inflatable mattress, and a hunters sleeping bag until the sheets and pillows and cases she also bought could be used.  She went to a restaurant and ate as she continued her lists and then hit the stores once again.  She was really pleased with the selection and for the first time heard about a place called Appleton and the Fox River Mall that had ‘outlet’ stores.  Hearing it was an additional hour south she decided to concentrate on where she was at for now.  In short order she arranged for a bed and mattresses for her ‘humble’ home as well as a living room set and a television.  She got some of the basics and with all this piled in the back of her new SUV she headed back up the coast hoping she wouldn’t get lost.  It was a fairly straight forward ride but confusing to her in the dark as she was unfamiliar with the area.  Strangely once she got across the bridge in Sturgeon Bay she had a feeling that she was heading ‘home.’  She was relieved once she hit Northpoint and found the Duck and Swan.  Parking on the street she went inside for a well-deserved rest after her full day, she was grateful that her hosts had obviously been in to clean the room and lay down new wood that took only a moment to light.  She went to sleep with the screen in front of the fireplace dreamily watching the flames and wondering about her future here in Northpoint.
 
   The next morning, she checked out of the Duck and Swan and thanked Mrs. Katzenburger for her hospitality.  She mentioned she had rented a place outside of town and relieved her host’s curiosity as she mentioned the location.
 
   “Oh that place, it’s been empty for years.  You are going to want to have the heating and vents checked, it gets pretty cold up here,” she supplied concernedly.  “I can recommend a handyman if you want,” she offered.
 
   Amy took her up on her offer, the best people came by recommendation and she knew if her new ‘friends’ recommended them they would probably recommend the best.
 
   “Oh, you bought a truck?” was the next question-like comment.
 
   Mr. Katzenburger chimed in on that, “I’m not so sure about them foreign jobs, I personally stick to the adage, buy American.”
 
   Amy listened respectfully but as it was the first vehicle she had ever purchased herself she was going to stick with it, she was proud of it and that she could afford it.  While her hosts had their own opinions she wasn’t going to let them upset her with their comments.  As she put the heavy bag containing all her clothes in the back seat she was pleased she still had so much room in the SUV.  It all belonged to her though, it was all ‘hers’ and her’s alone.  She pulled up in front of her cabin and looked around at the tall trees, the deep layer of years of accumulation below them and breathed in the silence.  This was hers.  Rented perhaps, but hers.  She smiled and began to unload her SUV.
 
   She swept out the small cabin first, noting the thick logs and wondering if it would be warm enough to get her through the winter.  She had no idea if it would and the wood next to the cabin in a neatly stacked pile didn’t look like nearly enough.  She didn’t see any other way to heat the small cabin and she thoughtfully swept every nook and cranny from the ceiling to the floor as she eliminated dust and debris from years of having no one in the cabin.  She raised a bit of dust herself by her efforts and opened all the windows noting how ‘cool’ it was as she worked.  Finally though she felt it was clean enough to haul out the soaps and conditioners she had bought for her wood floors and walls.  She started in the kitchen and began scrubbing the walls first and then floors, astonished at the amount of dirty water she soon had in the bucket she used.  Throwing it outside beyond the porch, she stretched her back realizing a lot of time had gone by.  She would have to leave some of the house for another day if she wanted it to warm up.
 
   She closed the windows and started a fire in the fireplace only to have the smoke start to choke her out.  She tried the flu but that didn’t seem to work well and she wondered if the chimney had something in it.  She shrugged; it was too late in the day for her to do anything about it really so she brought her sleeping bag and blew up her mattress.  She realized she needed to get the electricity turned on in the cabin and a phone.  She made numerous lists as she realized how unprepared she really was.  Washing up with cold water she checked and found an electric water heater in a closet in the kitchen so she knew she would eventually have hot water.  Having no idea how to turn on the electricity, she shivered in the cold water and rolled down her sleeves and put on a sweater to hide her dirty shirt and headed back into town.  She tried another restaurant.  This one was a little finer than Chuckies and she felt a little self-conscious in her jeans until she saw other patrons wearing the same.
 
   “Table for one?” the greeter asked her and she nodded as she was shown to a table near the marina side with a wooden sidewalk separating the window from the actual dock.  It was very lovely and picturesque and she was startled out of her reverie when asked for her order.  She had to admit she hadn’t looked at her menu and soon ordered the stuffed pork chops, green beans, and applesauce along with a cold glass of milk.  She smiled as she realized milk wasn’t that sophisticated but it sounded so good with the rest of the meal she couldn’t resist.
 
   She looked out at the marina again and noted that she could see and watch the other patrons in the reflections on the windows as she surreptitiously people watched.  She wanted to cringe and hide when she saw that brunette that Lenora had introduced to her earlier in the day.  What was her name?  Abby or something?  She could see she was better dressed than the jeans and t-shirt she had worn earlier, in fact she seemed to be dressed ‘up’ but not for going out or anything, just ‘better.’  She glanced back out the window and began to mentally categorize what she needed to do to make her cabin habitable for winter.
 
   “Mind if I join you?” Amy looked up startled at the voice; she had been lost in thought looking out at the lights in the harbor.  She was more startled to realize it was the rude brunette.  “I promise I won’t bite...” she smiled and then added softly, so softly that Amy thought she hadn’t heard her correctly, “hard.”
 
   Amy couldn’t think of a single reason to refuse her and perhaps they had just gotten off on the wrong foot or maybe it was Lenora.  She didn’t know how to extricate herself from this awkward situation and she gestured to the second chair and watched as the woman pulled it out and sat down.
 
   “I’m Abigail Shipman,” the brunette said holding out her hand to be shook.
 
   Manners drilled into her from birth had Amy reaching across the table taking the hand that was offered.  “Amy….” A slight hesitation and then, “Adams.”
 
   Abby smiled noting the hesitation but not saying anything as she firmly shook the woman’s hand and then said, “Hello Amy Adams, welcome to Northpoint.”
 
   “Thank you,” Amy said quietly as her hand was released and she returned it back to her lap.
 
   “What in the world is a woman from the south doing in so cold a climate?” Abby asked with a grin showing she meant no harm with the question.
 
   “Can I get you anything Abby?” their server was at their table.
 
   “I’ll have what she’s having,” Abby said with a smile.
 
   The server grinned in return.  “Even the milk?” he asked.
 
   “Milk?” Abby asked alarmed and then shook her head.  “Actually, that’s probably a good thing; just add chocolate to mine if you would.”
 
   “Chocolate milk then with pork chops, green beans and apple sauce?” he repeated back with a smirk.
 
   “Green beans?” she asked and the concern in her voice could be heard.
 
   “The pork chops are stuffed otherwise I’d suggest potatoes,” he was laughing at her and showed it.
 
   “I’ll take those potatoes, mashed, maybe with a bit of garlic,” she laughed back at him as he wrote down her order.
 
   “Will do, have it up in a jiffy Chief,” he said with cheerful good humor.
 
   Abby laughed at herself and Amy watched amused.  “You don’t like milk?” she asked.
 
   “I like it, it doesn’t like me.  Lactose intolerance,” she said pointing her thumb at herself before continuing, “But apparently chocolate milk is okay, something about the lactate being negated by the cocoa bean,” she explained.
 
   Amy nodded, it made sense.  She was fortunate that she had never experienced it herself but she knew people who had and it wasn’t pleasant.
 
   “So why Northpoint?” Abby got back to her earlier question.
 
   Amy shrugged.  “Somethin’ told me that I should check it out, you’ve got to admit that Door County is beautiful.”
 
   “That it is as the bajillion tourists we get here every season attest to but unless you are ready for snow and a lot of it you are in for a shocker.”
 
   Their server brought them two small plates, a pile of butter squares, and a basket of warm sliced bread, putting it down between them with a smile as he turned to head to another table to take their order.
 
   Amy reached for the bread, she was starving but her hand collided with Abby’s and they exchanged an awkward little laugh as they tugged from both ends, the bread hadn’t been sliced through.  They both soon had a slice and used the butter to smooth over the surface of each of their slices, the butter melting almost immediately with the heat generated from the warm bread.
 
   “I’m hopin’ I’ll make it,” Amy said with confidence she wasn’t feeling.
 
   “Well that cabin you rented is going to need some work,” Abby said as she leaned back and bit into her bread.
 
   “How do you know…?” Amy began only to be cut off with a wave of Abby’s hand.
 
   “Small town, you don’t think Lenora would keep that to herself do you?”  Abby’s eyes twinkled as her perfect white teeth bit into the bread again.
 
   Amy laughed at her own naiveté; of course Lenora would tell all she knew about her.  Despite spending many hours together looking at places and discussing things Amy had told her relatively little about herself.  It had frustrated the older woman no end.  Besides, renting a place that had no takers for a couple of years would be a feather in her real estate cap.  “Well, I suppose not,” she conceded gracefully.  Her own mouth watered at the delicious bread she was eating.
 
   “You gonna heat it with wood?” Abby asked knowingly.
 
   Amy nodded and then asked, “You know anyone I can buy some good hardwood from?”
 
   “Hardwood?” Abby asked feigning that she didn’t understand.
 
   “Hardwood’s burn cleaner and I don’t want to gum up the chimney,” she drawled, her southern accent sounding very becoming to the brunette’s ears.  “I’d like a few cords of wood if I could get them and I need a chimney cleaner,” she added.
 
   Abby smiled, this wasn’t some wilting wallflower from the south but some steel magnolia she had heard tell about.  She obviously knew she would need wood and a lot of it from what she was saying.  Good, she hated when people were ill-equipped to move into the area and got themselves in trouble.  “Well for hardwoods I’d contact Jacob Meyers, he’s in the book and has cords he will deliver.”
 
   “How many do you think I should buy?” Amy asked as she finished her first piece of bread and unashamedly reached for another.
 
   “You have to figure at least one cord of wood for every month of winter and then some,” Abby told her as she too reached for another piece so she would get her fair share.  The redhead knew how to eat!
 
   “How many months of winter do you all get up here?” she drawled.
 
   Abby grinned, a slight wrinkling of her nose and around her mouth showing she appreciated the question.  “Depends, but it’s in the air so I would suggest you give Jacob a call and see about having him deliver that wood for you.  He has others so you don’t want to wait.  As to cleaning out your chimney I’m sure Jacob can recommend someone, the last one that I knew that did it regular moved away.”
 
   “Got sick of the snow?” Amy asked with a grin as she finished her second piece and reached for her third and final.
 
   Abby shrugged.  “There was probably not enough business for him and I’m sure he didn’t work too hard,” she told her as she grabbed the last piece, the heel of the bread before Amy could gobble it up.
 
   They chatted back and forth getting to know each other through their delicious meal.  Amy wasn’t surprised that the woman asked more questions than she answered but she was prepared for those questions anyway.  She wasn’t prepared for one though.
 
   “You still interested in my store?” Abby asked.
 
   Amy shrugged.  “I thought you weren’t interested in sellin’ it?” she asked as she enjoyed the flavor of the apple sauce, it was an excellent accompaniment to her stuffed pork chops and green beans.
 
   “I might be to the right person; Lenora is right but don’t tell her I said so.  I’m not interested in running it and it’s almost like every other store in town.  It’s been going downhill since Gramps and Grandma passed on.  They were the draw anyway.”  She shrugged.
 
   “Was it your grandparent’s place?” she asked genuinely interested with a gleam in her green eye.
 
   Abby nodded.  “Yes, once they were gone I just simply had no time, but we live next door so it was convenient and I didn’t want it just gone.  It’s time though.”
 
   “If it’s not too much to ask, what about your siblings or parents, wouldn’t they be interested?”
 
   “It’s not a secret, I never got along with my parents, they live across the bay in Oconto.”
 
   “Ocont what?” Amy asked, grinning unrepentedly at mashing up the name.
 
   Abby laughed at her attempt at the Indian name.  “Oconto, it’s a town on the mainland.  They live there, I live here, and we are all fine with that.  Besides Gramps left it to me to take care of Grams and I did until she passed too.  I love it here and my children were born and raised here.”
 
   “Children?  I met your daughter,” she mentioned as she delicately wiped her mouth.
 
   “Heather?” and at Amy’s nod she continued with a prideful grin, “Yeah she’s something, but Bailey is a bit of handful, he’s ten now and full of pre-teen mouth and angst.”
 
   Amy laughed as she was supposed to and Abby’s eyes were drawn to her.  
 
   “Do you have children or a husband?” Abby asked noting the faint white line that time hadn’t erased from her left hand.
 
   Amy didn’t hesitate even a moment as she shook her head.  “No, I’m a widow and we were never blessed with children.”
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that, you’re young to be widowed,” she observed.
 
   Amy nodded her thanks but didn’t say anything as she looked sadly down at her plate.
 
   “I didn’t mean to bring up bad memories?” Abby asked concernedly.
 
   “Did you ladies want desert?” their server came up to ask as he took their finished plate’s one by one.
 
   “I’ll have carrot cake if you have it?” Amy asked with a small shy smile.
 
   “We do,” he assured her returning the smile before turning to Abby.  “And for you Chief?” he asked with a saucy little grin.
 
   “I’ll have some chocolate cake with chocolate frosting if Lance baked it but if Tasha did I’ll have carrot cake instead,” she told him, smirking at his grin.
 
   He nodded as he toted their used dishes away.
 
   “Small town I guess everyone knows everyone else eh?” Amy asked hoping to avert the brunette’s apology and forget what they had been talking about.
 
   “Yes, it’s a blessing and a curse.  The tourists make it all interesting though,” Abby told her and while she had noted the change of subject she didn’t bring it up again.  “What would you do with the store if I let you have it?” she asked instead.
 
   Amy had seen the other stores in town and noted what they lacked, touristy items were fine and they were well supplied in the other stores.  She herself would carry…some.  But she wanted a little more than that and began to discuss it with Abby who proved to be a good listener and nodded as they ate their carrot cakes, apparently Tasha had baked today.  
 
   “Wow, it sounds like you know what you are talking about,” Abby said as she finished the last morsel of her cake and the delicious icing.
 
   Amy nodded.  “My parents had a small fishin’ place on the Gulf when I was growing up,” she confided and then blushed.
 
   “You didn’t want to work there?” Abby asked noting the blush on the redheads face.
 
   “They passed away and the bank and my brother sold it before I could say yes or no,” she told Abby and looked away.
 
   “I’m sorry for your loss,” Abby found herself apologizing again and for some reason it irritated her.
 
   Amy looked up straight into those soft velvety brown eyes.  She had been more forthcoming with this woman and she didn’t know why.  “They were old; they had me and my brother late in life but in the end it didn’t matter as neither the bank nor my brother got the proceeds after my Grandmother’s lawyer stepped up.  It all went into a trust.”  She grinned ruefully and shrugged at life’s intricacies.
 
   “You seem to have had a lot of loss in your life,” Abby commented as she finished her chocolate milk.  It left a cute little moustache on her upper lip.
 
   Amy resisted the urge to blot at the brunette’s upper lip as she pantomimed it for her dinner companion to make her aware of it without embarrassing her and then watched amused as she wiped her lips clean like a child would with the back of her hand.  “It’s just…life.  It doesn’t always play fair.”
 
   Abby had to admit that was certainly true.
 
   “Would you ladies like anything else?” their server came up with separate bills which he handed each of them.
 
   “I’m good,” Abby said as she glanced down at her check.
 
   “It was delicious,” Amy said with a courteous smile and he nodded and stepped back.
 
   “Why don’t I get this?” Abby asked her reaching for Amy’s check.
 
   Amy looked up startled at the offer.  “Why would you do that?” she asked.
 
   Abby seemed surprised that she would question her offer.  “Why not?  We spoke about business; I could write this off.”  She grinned at the idea.
 
   Amy shook her head.  “Thank you but no, perhaps another time and if you are serious about sellin’ me your store perhaps we could do this again?” she offered hoping to couch her refusal.
 
   “Why don’t you come by the store again tomorrow, I’ll be…around.  We could discuss terms that would be agreeable to both of us.  I like your ideas and I think you’d be successful at it.  I’d like someone to succeed at it; God knows I have no interest.”
 
   Amy nodded as she slipped a twenty-dollar bill into her hand from her purse.  They rose from where they were seated and headed to the cashier together.  “I’d like that, perhaps we could have Lenora draw up some of the papers so she doesn’t feel left out?” she suggested.
 
   “You’ve already got her number don’t you?” Abby said astutely as she watched Amy pay her bill and then catching Mike the server’s arm as he walked past she handed him a five-dollar bill.
 
   “Thank you ma’am,” he said blushingly.  Most people left the tips on the table but he kinda liked the opportunity to thank her personally.
 
   They walked out into the brisk early fall night and Amy pulled her jacket closer.  The air was so clear you could almost drink it and she breathed deeply in appreciation of it.
 
   “You look like a hound dog smelling the air like that,” Abby teased as they walked along.
 
   “Could be worse things that I look like.  Daddy had a good pair of coon dogs,” she answered with a laugh as she pressed the button on her key ring and unlocked the door to her new SUV.
 
   “This is yours?” Abby asked in surprise.  Her car was parked alongside.  She noted that the vehicle still had the dealer plates on it.  If it wasn’t brand new it was only recently old, it was a Mazda CX-5 and looked sharp.  She gazed at it enviously.
 
   Amy nodded proudly.  “Yes I bought it yesterday, I knew I’d need a good sturdy vehicle for the winters up here and to get in and out of the cabin I rented.”
 
   “It got four-wheel drive?” she asked as she nearly drooled over the modern SUV.
 
   Amy nodded again.  “Yep and all sorts of gadgets I’m gonna have to get used to.”
 
   Abby nodded wondering how much the SUV had cost her and smiled ruefully.  A new SUV was far in the future for her and her children, in the meantime she had her cruiser.  She watched as Amy got into the SUV and it smoothly started for her.  “Hey, you might want to get a remote starter for it,” she suggested to her new friend.
 
   “Already got it thanks,” Amy said with a grin.  “I’ll see you tomorrow.”  She waved as she closed the door and slowly backed out of the stall.  She didn’t notice that Abby was getting in the cruiser that had been parked next to her own SUV.
 
    
 
   ~END SAMPLE~
 
    
 
   Other Novels and Novella’s from K’Anne Meinel:                        (*notates a Novel vs. a Novella)
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Alone in the Laundromat can she get away with what she needs to do, does she dare? What about when she is discovered.
 
   Agitated: 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B008IBDC4E
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   *Anthology: 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00KZMICNA
 
   Print: https://www.createspace.com/4812503
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   Hasn't there always been a place you wanted to go to, that you dreamed about? What if you made it a reality with the one that you love? All your fantasies and dreams come true?
 
   Beach Dreams: 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B005LY7GAM
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   This is what happens when I wear a bikini for the first time. A short erotic story that tells a tale for those who understand that BIKINIS ARE DANGEROUS!
 
   Bikini's are Dangerous 1: 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B005L9VQ6W
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Once again we prove that Bikini's can't be trusted, that these itty bitty scraps of material, are DANGEROUS!
 
   Bikini's are Dangerous 2: 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B005LXXBXE
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   Proving that Bikini's are more than just for swimming.
 
   Bikini's are Dangerous 3: 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B005LY7KCQ
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Rio de Janeiro is well known as the world's premiere beach destination. Will I wear my bikini or not as they are also known for their nude or clothing optional beaches...BIKINI'S ARE DANGEROUS!
 
   Bikini's are Dangerous 4: 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B005M4W3K4
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   When you are unsure about your body, being around those who are not only fit and trim but bikini clad can be inhibiting as well as distracting. As I work on my body, my confidence and my attraction to this bikini clad body that helps me achieve these results develops. Finally admitting our mutual attraction leads to a situation that proves BIKINI'S ARE DANGEROUS!
 
   Bikini's are Dangerous 5: 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B005MJA9N2
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   All FIVE in the series
 
   *Bikini's are Dangerous The Complete Series: 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B005XFTGXE
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   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com /dp/B00A92MWW8
 
   In Print: https://www.createspace.com/3876072
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   Don’t judge a book by its cover!  Nothing, and no one, is EVER what they seem.
 
    
 
   Ellen Christenson escapes from an abusive life, but does one ever escape the scars that are left on their soul?  One must move on, one must try.  But life has a tendency to circle back to what one once knew and she finds her life choices bring her back to the scenes of her abuse, to deal with it finally and fully, in ways she had never thought she would deal with.  It is then that the healing can begin, as she repairs her soul and the people she has devastated along the way.
 
    
 
   Ellen hadn’t ‘intended’ to end up in Silicon Valley and its high tech world, but due to life and it’s circumstances she finds herself the head of a startup tech company.  Cool, calculating, efficient, she shows the world a side of her that she really isn’t, few if any know the real Ellen.  Nearby San Francisco provides her with plenty of girlfriends.  That elusive one, that soul mate, she has a hard time recognizing due to the scars within.
 
    
 
   Living with the choice of letting someone die for their sins, for years, Ellen is ‘blown away’ by the feelings and emotions she has bottled up for so long….
 
   *Blown Away: 
 
   E-Book:  http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00Z07JD88
 
   In Print:  https://www.createspace.com/5527036
 
    [image: Blown Away The Alternate Cover] 
 
   *Blown Away The Alternate Cover: 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00Z07JD88
 
   In Print: https://www.createspace.com/5327649 
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   What do you do when you are offered more money for one single act than most people can make in a year?  What do you do with skills so refined that only a thief can appreciate them?  Do you enjoy travel?  Seeing the world?  Meeting new and exciting people?  How can you put all these things into one package and call it a ‘career?’
 
    
 
   Simone, Marie, Jane, Adelina, Mary or whatever name she chooses to use at the moment has a unique set of skills and a different outlook on life.  Anonymous, pretty, she uses anything at her fingertips to get the job done.  Join her as she uses them to go to one of the most dangerous islands in the world to bring back a specific item for a client who has commissioned her.  Will she be able to obtain it when she finds out she has been misled, will it kill her, get her killed, or will she wind up in a Brazilian prison for the rest of her days?
 
   Charming Thief  ~Snake Island~:
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00G22OO02
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   Simone takes a trip to Antwerp, Belgium. Four out of Five diamonds come through this capital. Is it too much for this thief to take on the job she has agreed to undertake? Will she get caught? How do you hide that many diamonds?
 
   Charming Thief ~Diamonds Are A Girls Best Friend~:
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00GT6HCHI
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   Dealing with the death of your best friend, the second parent to your children, your mother is hard enough but Kay now also has to deal with the house she had bought for them to all live in.  It’s a ‘fixer upper’ and requires a lot of work for the single mom.  A new home, a new life, new friends leads to a family she hadn’t anticipated or planned for…
 
    
 
   Kay is doing the best she can, trying to deal with everything when Jackie enters her life.  They become good friends but how was Kay to know that she would change her life in ways she had never anticipated…
 
   *Children of another Mother: 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/ B00A86QY5Q 
 
   In Print: https://www.createspace.com/4036355
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   A brilliant child protégée, she dreams of becoming a doctor and a surgeon…and accomplishes her goals.  Unfortunately, her youth and round, child-like face work against her.  No matter how skilled she becomes, how knowledgeable, the old school, male-dominated medical hierarchy wants to keep her in ‘her place.’
 
   Deana has worked hard to become an expert in her chosen field, but few believe this ‘child’ capable.   Specializing in infectious diseases, she travels the world—from the States to Europe to South America—honing her skills before winding up in Africa where her skills are desperately needed.
 
   Meeting a nurse by the name of Madison MacGregor, she finds they share an insatiable curiosity and a love of helping others, but falling in love was not what she intended.  Later, when she loses Maddie to a misunderstanding, she is haunted by the one that got away…
 
   Ten years have passed and both the doctor and nurse have moved on with their lives, but fate intervenes when they find themselves working at the same hospital.  Their friendship is revived…can their love be rekindled?  Will the past haunt them or bring them closer?  Will the secrets that both harbor keep them from realizing a future together? 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B01EXJ9842
 
   In Print: https://www.createspace.com/6198216
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20 Erotic Short Stories
 
   *Erotica: 
 
   In Print: https://www.createspace.com/3875982
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/ dp/1477454764
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   A warm loving relationship, a warm loving body, who wouldn't want to come home to that? What happens to Melinda & Em on Family Night...
 
   Family Night 1: 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B005L9VPOU
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   Melinda & Em show that Family Night isn't the same every week and especially NOT for two women in love.
 
   Family Night 2: 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B005LY7S2I
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   What would you do to be with the one you love....this fantasy tale answers that question but not necessarily in the way you would expect.
 
   Fantasy: 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B005L9VP3G
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   How do you cope with a life that you are bored with?  You make a new one right?  Be careful what you wish for because you might get a whole lot more than you bargained for….
 
    
 
   When you’re bored with your current life, take a trip, that always changes things right?  What Analisa Meunier didn’t realize is that for every decision you make in your life it can change everything.  A new life, a new country, a new family, a new threat to all of that…will she survive?  Will they?
 
    
 
   Baroness Lydia Von Horn has never met an American like Analisa Meunier.  Hiding her own identity leads to problems in their initial relationship, but making a family, a life, and surviving with both intact is the real challenge.
 
    
 
   From Oconomowoc, Wisconsin to Hammerbruke, Germany, from Cambria, California, to Munich, Germany, their lives and trials and tribulations take them around the world.
 
   *Germanic: 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00A91TR04
 
   In Print: https://www.createspace.com/4039758  
 
   Video: http://youtu.be/2lNcDhYG7yE
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   What happens when you fall in love with your best friend? What if that best friend is a GHOST?
 
    
 
   Stacey is your normal teenager, living with the the 'normal' teenage angst moments. She just happens to have a friend who is a ghost. This takes her on a journey, while it would have been normal for most people, it is guided by her friend Renata who just happens to be dead. As the years go by and Stacey experiences life she finds that love eludes her until she realizes it has been there all along. What do you do when the love of your life turns out to be a GHOST?
 
   Ghostly Love: 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B005LXX6V6
 
   In Print: https://www.createspace.com/5394615 
 
   Video: http://youtu.be/zyC5CNIfNvg
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   Claudia is looking for a new playmate/partner. Can she train one to her satisfaction? Brenda is looking for...she isn't sure what but in Claudia she finds a woman she can admire, trust, and eventually love. Can Brenda heal Claudia's cold heart?
 
   Heel or Heal Book 1: 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B005LY7JUO
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Leah is blonde, Anglo, and up until recently, unable to fulfill her fantasies that she has been having with her internet friend for months. A sudden winfall allows her to seek out her friend, her potential lover, and fulfill those wants, desires, and fantasies.

Carmen has never felt like this for an Anglo, she herself is a Latina and her friends cannot understand her being faithful to a woman she has never met. 

Meeting each other for the first time is explosive.
 
   Internet Dreamers: 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B005M4KFNG
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   My dream lover takes me on an adventure...into the Garden
 
   Into The Garden:
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00J6EM0GI
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   Alexis isn't KEPT in the standard sense of the word. She has her own life, her own money, she is her own woman, and yet Sasha keeps pulling her back....an intriguing idea for all of us who wonder what it would be like to have unlimited funds to do what we want, when we want, and with whom...
 
   Kept: 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B005LIX4HC
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   This author’s humorous view on kissing
 
   Kiss: 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B005LD2W5C
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   Discovering that you don’t have everything you thought you wanted is a surprise.  Getting a promotion, finding new friends, learning you are attracted to women….
 
    
 
   Nia Toyomoto has worked hard all her life to prove she was the best; she graduated early from high school, college, and got the dream job in Manhattan.  Becoming a partner at the tender age of thirty she thought she had it all until the law firm made demands about her personal appearance and a few other things that made her change her life for the promotion.  Then she realizes having everything isn’t all that it is cracked up to be without someone to share it with…
 
    
 
   A successful lawyer in the big city, choices have to made, sacrifices and surprises await this beautiful and talented woman….does she make the right ones though?
 
   *Lawyered: 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00LPQ1YRG
 
   Print: https://www.createspace.com/4841964 
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   When you unexpectedly fall in love, don’t you take it for what it’s worth?  Don’t you love the person while you can?  When you can?  What if they live on the other side of the globe though?  Could you handle that long of a distance?  Patience becomes the word when two women of independent character fall unexpectedly in love.  From different lifestyles, to different geographic locations, the problems of maintaining this relationship seem astronomical.  Just when they think they have solved these minor problems, new ones seem to pop up.  Will they survive a Long Distance Romance?
 
    
 
   Eliza is from the Midwestern United States, Wisconsin.  Independent, a business woman who has finally achieved her dream.  She is determined to fulfill and continue to live this dream when in walks a woman that knocks the old dreams out of her head for new ones.  Will she someday have the woman of her dreams?  Should she abandon that what she knows for the unknown?  Can she have what she knows she wants?
 
    
 
   Krystal is from Austria.  Rich, cultured, and bored; she has seen everything and done everything.  A side trip on another trip to the United States proves to be interesting when she walks into Eliza’s store and is knocked on her back side by the feelings that this woman provokes.  The distance thing is easy to someone who owns a jet but even she has responsibilities back home.  Will she be able to have this woman she has fallen so deeply in love with?  A woman who fascinates her, intrigues her, and challenges everything she is?  Even if all her dreams come true, is it enough to keep them together?
 
   *Long Distance Romance: 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00AADOQHU 
 
   In Print: https://www.createspace.com/4052575
 
   LARGE PRINT: https://www.createspace.com/4273787 
 
   Video: http://youtu.be/hcHq56MYe-A
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I meet the love of my life, a whirlwind romance, love, passion, and happily ever after...right? Marriage, until death do us part.....
 
   Love of my LIFE:
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00I2TX32I
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   Lenny gives her femme, Zoe an ultimate fantasy come true with a little help from her friends Xandra and Yolanda.
 
   Menage a WHAT?:
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00KNCVEWS
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   A short story that isn't quite what you expect it to be. Warm, loving, and erotic, joining the MILE HIGH CLUB wasn't going to turn out like expected.
 
   Mile High Club: 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B005LPSJF2
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   Meeting a mysterious woman in a bar, Deirdre's life is about to change. The abuse from her husband stops suddenly as this woman enters their lives. What does this woman want in exchange for her help?
 
   Mysterious Malice (Book 1):  
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B005Q17Y4I
 
   Print: https://www.createspace.com/5268877
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Murder requires technique, it requires meticulous planning, and genuine care if you’re going to do it right, right?  Random acts of violence are not Alice’s style, however when forced on her, well let’s just play along….
 
   Meticulous Malice delves deeper into who Alice really is…let’s play by HER rules…
 
   Meticulous Malice (Book 2): 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B005SJL8O0
 
   Print: https/www.createspace.com/5152246
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   Making a mistake is something Alice DOESN'T do. Can she deal with the fact that someone might not have needed to die? Can she deal with it when someone else makes a fatal mistake? Into Alice's arena comes Senator's Cecilia and Ken Edwards, is the interest she sees for her money, her power, or her desirable body? Pursuing this 'friendship' will create consequences none of them intended...
 
   Mistaken Malice (Book 3): 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B006KX8FBC
 
   Print: https://www.createspace.com/4716631
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   Alice is angry and out for revenge!
 
   Malicious Malice (Book 4):
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B007MGRLVG 
 
   Print: https://www.createspace.com/4716635
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   When Alice gets a plea for help from a friend of her sister can she do anything to free her from the bonds of a sadistic man determined to have her?  What about the bonds that Kathy begins to place on Alice's cold little heart, how will this affect the killer in Alice....
 
   Masterful Malice (Book 5): 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B007NUPI4I
 
   Print: https://www.createspace.com/4716638
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   Malice Masterpieces The First Five Books:
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00ABMT1FC
 
   Print: https://www.createspace.com/4040264 
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   Alice is getting married, has she finally fallen in love…and first comes love, then comes marriage, then comes the baby or babies in the baby carriage?  Is this possible for Alice’s cold little heart?
 
   Matrimonial Malice (Book 6): 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B0086K9I4K 
 
   Print:  https://www.createspace.com/4716639
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   Dealing with the death of her wife, Alice finds raising a teenage daughter and two other children to be a challenge.  She hadn’t planned to ever be a parent, but for the love of her wife, now deceased she will do what she has to.
 
    
 
   A threat to her teenage daughter leads to other revelations that bring out the ‘old’ Alice we all know and loved….her predator instincts are aroused…what will she do next?
 
   Mourning Malice (Book 7): 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B008GPTEDA
 
   Print: https://www.createspace.com/4716642
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   In book 8 of the MALICE series Alice finds out the truth about the past year and the manipulations others have enacted on her and her family.  Her anger burns hot and she returns to what she was born to be...a killer.  Our anti-hero returns as she wreaks vengeance for the sake of her family...
 
   Murderous Malice (Book 8): 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B008UNAJNC
 
   Print: https://www.createspace.com/4716644
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   In book 9 of the Malice series, Kathy has to deal with the mental damage as well as the physical that has been inflicted on her. Between Federal Agents, Doctors, and her own family the stress is nearly killing her. Can Alice be patient enough to wait for her wife after she has been gone for so long, both mentally and physically…can Alice wait to extract revenge for what has been done to her wife?
 
   Mental Malice (Book 9):
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00FISFND8
 
   Print: https://www.createspace.com/4716646
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   Book 10 of the Malice series, Kathy has figured out Alice’s secret.  Can she deal with the enormity of realizing what a monster her wife is?  Will it destroy their marriage?  Will it destroy Kathy?  How can Kathy survive with the knowledge of what Alice is capable of?  Can Alice share herself completely and honestly with her wife?  Can she let her keep this knowledge?
 
   Menacing Malice (Book 10):
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00FPGYM30
 
   Print: https://www.createspace.com/4716648
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   *Malice Masterpieces 2 Books Six through Ten:
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/gp/B01DTIUWPM 
 
   Print: https://www.createspace.com/4447931
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   What makes Alice, well…Alice?
 
    
 
   From an early age she was always, ‘different.’  People noticed it, from her unusual eyes that changed when she felt intense emotions, to her brain, and her peculiar habits.
 
    
 
   Is a ‘serial killer’ actually ‘born’ or is she ‘made?’
 
    
 
   Here we find out more about the Alice of her youth and why some of the things in her life made her the way she is…
 
   Minor Malice:
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00J1LCKNE
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   Alice is tired of the killing; she wants a nice, normal life.  Circumstances won’t let her though and although she has tried to do the ‘right’ thing, the ‘moral’ thing, life won’t allow her to do anything but what she needs to do to protect her family from those that would hurt them.
 
   Morally Malice:
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00J25QVTS
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   The possible end of Alice’s marriage means that she has to leave the home she has built with Kathy.  She moves back to New York to start over.  Running into her college roommate and former lover sets off a chain of events that even Alice couldn’t anticipate or control.
 
    
 
   Meeting new people and renewing old friendships we learn a bit more about Alice and who she was to become the person she is.  The new people in her life though means new changes are in store for our beloved Alice.  Changes she might just not like.
 
   Morose Malice: 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00J2EKCF8
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   Left alone to deal with the enormity of the estate that was willed to her Kathy must go on alone.  Can she deal with the children, the finances, the legitimate and not so legitimate business dealings? The many surprises in store for her, some welcome, some not so welcome begin to change Kathy.
 
    
 
   Meeting the ‘other’ women in Alice’s life as well as many people she didn’t know were in her life may prove to be too much for Kathy.  Will she rise up to the occasion or fail horribly?  Perhaps Alice saw more in Kathy than she herself knew was there?
 
   Melancholy Malice: 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00J33PKU0
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   Angry at being left alone to cope with the enormous fortune Alice left her, Kathy has to learn to deal with business, family, and a blackmailer who is certain he has her over a barrel.  Dealing with the life she now leads she doesn’t realize until it’s too late how much Alice and her ‘lessons’ have influenced her and her reactions.  ‘Accidentally’ killing her blackmailer leads to being a target by his brother with the apparent backing of the L.A.P.D.  Being in their crosshairs she realizes she has to change her strategy as life seems to get away from her and the enormity of it all may come crashing down on her and her family.
 
   Mad Malice: 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00OYJEKU4
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   Malice Masterpieces 3 Books Eleven through Fifteen: 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B01DTIYOYC
 
   Paperback: https://www.createspace.com/5070512
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   Macabre Malice (Book 16)
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00PBKOGU4
 
   Paperback: https://www.createspace.com/6113010
 
   Framed for a crime she didn’t do, Kathy battles to retain her freedom from corrupt cops out to ‘get her.’  An unexpected bit of help comes from an Internal Affairs cop set on putting dirty cops away.  Certain that Kathy has been targeted by this unscrupulous group, Special Agent Linda Miller not only helps Kathy and Portia to prove her innocence, she finds herself attracted to Kathy.
 
   Can feelings of gratitude and admiration turn to love for the widowed Kathy?  She can never reveal her full past to this cop who she finds herself attracted to.  Will Linda accept that there will always be some parts of Kathy’s life that she cannot know about or will her investigative skills get in the way of their happiness?
 
   Constant reminders and comparisons to the woman she first loved make it hard for Kathy to commit herself fully to their budding romance.  How can she move on when the past keeps sending things forward to tell her that it isn’t done with her?
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Marinating Malice: (Book 17)
 
   Kathy needs to move on but her thoughts seem to be keeping her in the past.  It is time though.  Her wife has been dead over eighteen months.  She has a girlfriend who would like to become her lover.  Is she ready to put the past behind her and move on?
 
   Trust seems to be the issue, not on her part but on the part of Special Agent Linda Miller, is she ready to take the next step, clues to Kathy and her wife’s past seem to intrigue her a little too much, maybe it’s the cop in her.
 
   Things seem to be conspiring to make Kathy crazy, is she really seeing the clues that point to what she thinks she is seeing?  Her friends keep telling her that she isn’t seeing what she thinks is there. Is it all in her mind?   Is it possible that her wife is still alive or is she only brimming with hope?  Her thoughts keep her prisoner…
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00TSRYRJ6
 
   Pocket Paperback: https://www.createspace.com/5319317
 
   Paperback: https://www.createspace.com/6112888 
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   Alice is ALIVE!
 
    
 
   Where has she been?  What is the explanation for the missing months between her and her wife?
 
    
 
   As Kathy listens she is horrified to realize what has happened to the woman she once called the love of her life…
 
    
 
   How she survived begins to unfold as she describes the terrors that she has endured the last two years…
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B017PYQGI8
 
   Paperback: https://www.createspace.com/6111176
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   As Alice continues with her tale of where she has been for the last couple of years, Kathy realizes the tally of deaths is adding up.  The same reasons that caused their separation are still there.  Can she forgive, much less forget, why they broke up in the first place?
 
   Murder, planned murder especially, takes time.  Alice must feel ‘justified’ in who she targets.  She also must take into account that Sasha is not only a witness, but an accomplice to what Alice must do.  Sasha will be shocked as she realizes the depth of what Alice is capable of.  Sasha must learn to ‘appreciate’ Alice and her ‘skills’.
 
   Follow along as Sasha and Alice begin the hunt for those who had imprisoned them….
 
   Paperback: https://www.createspace.com/6082855
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B01BVRB4YG
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   As she listens to the horrors that Alice and Sasha endured at the hands of their captors, Kathy realizes she has to know, she MUST know everything Alice has been up to.  She wants to understand what kept them apart these past years…beyond her own anger at what her wife is capable of.
 
   As the gruesome details of Alice and Sasha’s story unfold, Kathy asks herself ‘Does this justify what they did and are doing to those people?  Does it explain their prolonged absence from their families?’
 
   Follow along as Alice and Sasha go in for the kill!  Learn how they carefully plot their revenge against the people who took so much from their lives…and take just as much and more from them in return.  
 
   Their lives, their victims’ lives, will never be the same!
 
   Paperback: https://www.createspace.com/6286594
 
   Amazon: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B01FV5F4TU
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   The New Jersey Turnpike is an interesting stretch of highway. On the Parkway, we couldn't wait after stopping at a road stop...could I tempt her?
 
   On the Parkway: 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B005M31BUS
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Among the majestic shoreline of the Central Coast of California lies a secret…Leah Van Heusen finds a hidden staircase….
 
    
 
   The ancient house she finds among the overgrown foliage is amazing…and eerie, most wouldn’t even step a foot closer but she is intrigued and feels drawn to the old mansion….
 
    
 
   Leah finds more than she bargains for after seeking out the owner and purchasing the entire estate for a dollar.  As she starts to restore it, she finds out who her real friends are, she also finds out who her family really is…What’s a few ghosts between friends?
 
    
 
   Between repairs, upgrades, and finding out the houses secrets, Leah has her hands full.  Finding out her sexuality and dating is the least of her worries.  As her beloved dream of an Inn becomes reality she finds it suddenly in jeopardy, who will kill for it or the immense fortune that she has found?
 
   *Out at the Inn:
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00I06L8JI
 
   Print: https://www.createspace.com/4591824
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   Lady Claire Von Hagen was en route to the island of Baleniesia, in the Caribbean, to meet the man her father had dictated she would marry. Lord Von Hagen, Governor of Baleniesia, ruled his island and his daughter with an iron fist, and he had determined that marriage to the distasteful, but wealthy and titled, Sir Edmund Fitzhugh, would be most advantageous. Lady Claire was sailing to Baleniesia to submit to marriage when her ship was captured by pirates. Her abductor, a pirate Captain known as Black Betty, had other plans for Lady Claire. 
Claire had never experienced love of any kind, and she had certainly never conceived of the things that went on between two women. Black Betty taught her things that surprised her, and the freedom she experiences with this woman, and their developing love, capture Claire’s heart. From the islands of the Caribbean to the shores of Canada, and on from there to the continent of Africa and the Orient… together they experience things both had only dreamt about. 
Will they survive the dangers of the high seas and the first years of a relationship that neither expected to find?
 
   *Pirated Heart
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B0199CIGHI
 
   Print: https://www.createspace.com/5867503 
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   Coming out is hard.  Coming out in the public eye is even harder.  People think they own a piece of you, your work, and your life, they feel they have the right to judge you.  You lose not only friends but fans and ultimately, possibly, your career…or your life.
 
    
 
   Cassie Summers is a Southern Rock Star; she came out so that she could feel true to herself.  Her family including her band and those important to her support her but there are others that feel she betrayed them, they have revenge on their minds…
 
    
 
   Karin Myers is a Rock Star in her own right; she is one of those new super promoters: Manager, go-to gal, agent, public relations expert, and hand-holder all in one.  Her name is synonymous with getting someone recognized, promoted, and making money.  She only handles particular clients though; she’s choosy…for some very specific reasons.
 
    
 
   Meeting Cassie at a party there is a definite attraction.  She does not however wish to represent her despite her excellent reputation.  She fights it tooth and nail until she is contractually required to do so.  In nearly costs them more than either of them anticipated….their lives.
 
   *REPRESENTED:
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B0111DYBT0
 
   Print: https://www.createspace.com/4196418
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   Based on a Spanish soap opera out of Madrid Spain, this short story is my take on what would have happened had I been there.
 
   Quickie ~ Against the Car: 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B005LPSAB0
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   I'm too tired to think straight when I'm attacked by my girlfriend...
 
   Quickie ~ Against the Wall: 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B005LPSBM8
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   My girlfriend attacks me and takes me over the back of the couch...
 
   Quickie ~ Over the Couch: 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B005LPSJGQ
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   A short story~Living out a fantasy in your mind is one thing, having that fantasy come to life is another...the title is self-explanatory
 
   Quickie ~In an Elevator, GOING DOWN?~: 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00J3G7PQE
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It takes some persuasion but I take my girlfriend Under the Pier
 
   Quickie ~ Under the Pier: 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B005M2QJRY
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   Maggie is living on a farm in the backwoods of Alabama raising her horses and trying to survive when she is approached by a man looking for a horse act, she and her horses go on the road with the circus meeting new people and having new experiences including meeting the beautiful Ariana.  What would a hick have in common with the sophisticated woman she meets?  Is it possible they have a future?
 
    
 
   Ariana is everything a woman in depression era America would want to be, sophisticated, worldly, and beautiful.  What could she possibly see in the hard working Maggie whose whole world revolves around her ‘babies’ the magical horses she has trained?
 
   Sapphic Cowboi: 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00BEJIL16
 
   Video: http://youtu.be/-3poq5H1uTs
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   Marley has become a successful horse breeder and rancher.  Gypsy Vanner's have become her life.  She makes ALL the decisions in her life, at her work, in her home but she is horribly alone.  
 
    
 
   Alexandra, Alex to her friends has been independent and alone for a long time now.  Very successful in her job which gives her great satisfaction she finds being alone to be its greatest draw back.
 
    
 
   When the two lifelong friends meet up after years apart can the spark they now feel heal the rift that tore them apart for so long?  Have they both grown up and past the pettiness and the competition that drove them before?  As adults will they recognize the spark as attraction and do something about it?
 
    
 
   For Alex it's a lot of firsts can she overcome her hesitation over her former friend's attraction, can she trust Marley enough to enter into a sexual relationship that will affect both of their lives?
 
   Sapphic Cowgirl: 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B0092VEQ7G
 
   Print: https://www.createspace.com/5243812 
 
   Video: http://youtu.be/HAv8aJeGkQ4
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   Sapphic Cowgirl in Spanish:
 
   Marley se ha convertido en una exitosa ranchera y criadora de caballos.  Los caballos Gypsy Vanner se han convertido en su vida.  Ella toma TODAS las decisiones de su vida, de su trabajo, y de su hogar, pero está terriblemente sola. 
 
   Alexandra, o Alex como la llaman sus amigos, ha sido independiente y estado sola durante mucho tiempo.  Muy exitosa en su trabajo, el cual le da gran satisfacción, encuentra que estar sola es su desventaja más grande. 
 
   Cuando las dos amigas de toda la vida se reúnen después de años aparte, ¿podría la chispa que ahora sienten cerrar la brecha que las separó durante tanto tiempo? ¿Han ambas crecido y superado la mezquindad y la competencia que las guió antes? Como mujeres adultas, ¿reconocerán la chispa como atracción y harán algo al respecto?
 
   Para Alex son muchas primeras oportunidades, ¿podrá sobreponer su vacilación de la atracción que siente por su ex amiga, podrá confiar en Marley lo suficiente como para entrar en una relación sexual que afectará la vida de ambas?
 
   Vaquera Safica:
 
   Print: https://www.createspace.com/5819340 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B017DOMSD2
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   Ashley is a Midwestern girl who is enjoying the life in Southern California.  She learns to surf, a lifelong dream that wasn’t possible in Illinois.  Now she meets professional surfer Willow Samuels who becomes a good friend to her.  How good isn’t really apparent until she realizes there is a mutual attraction.  Can a virgin such as Ashley cope with the feelings that are building inside her for the famous surfer?  Can a Midwestern girl with all the morals and hang-ups ingrained in her overcome them to actually enter into a Sapphic romance with this woman?
 
   Ashley is conflicted when she realizes she is having feelings for her famous friend Willow.  When Willow makes a pass at her she realizes that her friend is gay and attracted to her, how can she overcome a lifetime of ethics and values that just might destroy the happiness that Willow offers her?
 
   Sapphic Surfer: 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B005LVQM46
 
   Print: https://www.createspace.com/5103923 
 
   Video: http://youtu.be/jHj0LJzFlRU
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   ¿Puede una virgen como Ashley darle cara a los sentimientos que se están acumulando dentro de ella hacia la famosa surfista? ¿Puede una chica del medio oeste con todos los morales y complejos arraigados en ella superarlos para realmente entrar en un romance sáfico con esta mujer?
 
    
 
   Ashley es una chica del medio oeste que está disfrutando de “la vida” en el sur de California.  Está viviendo su sueño.  Aprende a surfear, un sueño de toda la vida que no era posible en Illinois.  Ahora ella conoce a la surfista profesional Willow Samuels, quien se convierte en una buena amiga para ella.  Qué tan buena amiga no es realmente aparente hasta que ella se da cuenta de que hay una atracción mutua.
 
    
 
   Ashley está en conflicto cuando se da cuenta que tiene sentimientos por su famosa amiga Willow.  Cuando Willow intenta seducirla, ella se da cuenta de que su amiga es lesbiana y está atraída a ella.  ¿Cómo puede ella superar una vida de ética y valores que podría destruir la felicidad que Willow le ofrece?
 
   Surfista Safica (Sapphic Surfer Spanish): 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B019DLBPG4
 
   Print: https://www.createspace.com/5931368 
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   アメリカ中西部で育った処女のアシュリー、１９歳は女性の有名サーファーに対し恋愛感情を抱いてしまう。
 
   アシュリーは、道徳やコンプレックスを乗り越え、果たしてそのサーファーとの恋を実らせることができるのだろう
 
   か？
 
    
 
   ずっと夢だった南カリフォルニアの生活を楽しむアメリカ中西部出身のアシュリー。イリノイに住んでいたら絶対に叶わなかったであろうサーフィン三昧の生活だ。プロサーファーのウィロー・サミュエルスと出会うアシュリーだが、お互いにこんなに惹かれ合うとは想像もしていなかった・・・
 
    
 
   有名サーファーのウィロ―に惹かれていると自覚したアシュリーは戸惑いを覚える。まもなくウィローからの誘惑で彼女がレズビアンだと知るのだが、またアシュリーも次第にウィローに惹かれていく。アシュリーは倫理的な人生観や価値観を乗り越え、ウィローと幸せになることができるのだろうか？
 
   Sapphic Surfer (Japanese): ケーアンヌ・マイネル
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.co.jp/dp/B019FLTQ8Q
 
   Print: https://www.createspace.com/5907761 
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   Ships are created when a straight woman finds herself falling in love with a gay women.  The complexities of maintain such a friendship and relationship over the next 20 years…
 
    
 
   Joan is a world renowned artist who is straight, has three children, and is content with her life when she meets Grace, a respected psychiatrist who also happens to be a lesbian.  Joan is conflicted and has to deal with her feelings, the incredible woman she finds herself in love with, and the relationship that occurs over the next 20 years.
 
   Print: http://www.amazon.com/dp/1462643396/ref=r_soa_w_d
 
   Video:  http://youtu.be/OXRE-958kY8
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   *Shorts: 
 
   Print Only: https://www.createspace.com/4733549
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   Small towns are notorious for secrets ... but what if you bring your secrets with you?
 
    
 
   Amy Adams arrives in Northpoint, Wisconsin on a Greyhound bus.  Small towns are well known for not taking to strangers, but THIS stranger decides to stay.
 
    
 
   Amy has a look around and to her, it 'feels' like home. She rents a cabin in the woods outside of town and proceeds to look for a place to open a store.  Renting to own from one of the locals, she soon finds herself making friends and making waves.  She won't discuss where she is from and has nothing to say about her past.
 
    
 
   People are extremely curious. This Southern Belle has them talking.
 
    
 
   Abby Shipman, the Chief of Police in this neck of the woods is intrigued by the decidedly mysterious and straight redheaded whirlwind that has blown into town. It's curious that she won't talk about her past and she is certainly uncomfortable around Abby ... or is it cops in general?
 
   *Small Town Angel
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B0154GYPHI 
 
   Print: https://www.createspace.com/5722779
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   Relaxed inhibitions happen when my girl drinks double her quota...
 
   Snoggered: 
E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B005NSDYDO
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   Firm bodies, flashing flanks, beauty...and the horses aren't bad either! It all begins in a stable...
 
   Stable Affair: 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B005LY7G8O
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   Loving a woman is hard enough, living with her is as well, add children to the mix it makes it impossible, especially when they are STOLEN!
 
    
 
   Sheila went through a painful divorce, her ex-husband is biter and vindictive.  Leaving him for another person, a woman is more than he can bear, revenge is on his mind!
 
   Stolen: 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B006R8EJ38
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   The perfect apartment…or is it? Detective Becky Bonnie just wants a home in a safe area for her and her family. It’s cozy, beautiful, and reasonably priced. She can’t believe they got the beautiful place…but there is a catch as mysterious things begin to happen. What if you aren’t quite alone in your apartment…ever?
 
   The Book Case:
 
   http://www.amazon.com/dp/B019LZJSCU
 
    
 
    [image: ]
Anna Schmidt is too independent for a woman of the 1800’s.  Worse yet she doesn’t have a man to curb her unwomanly like tendencies.  When she takes a claim of 160 acres and then another tree claim of another 160 acres has she taken on more than she can handle?  Its work that could cripple a man, a woman alone can’t expect help or understanding when she takes this one on and willingly.  Flooding, blizzards, heat, dust, and an incredible amount of physical labor are all set to do this determined woman in.  She takes it on and through the years succeeds despite the odds, despite not having a man to depend on, showing herself and the world that this woman not only can but will make a home, a farm, a ranch on the wild prairies.  Follow along in her journal telling of her experiences. 
 
   *THE CLAIM:
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00A8UR60Y
 
   In Print: https://www.createspace.com/4039781
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   In the midst of the Great Depression, Cassandra (Cass) Scheimer is trying to keep the family farm afloat in the Big Woods of Wisconsin...alone.  As a local midwife and struggling backwoods doctor, she certainly doesn't need more mouths to feed.  
 
    
 
   Stephanie Evans is a widow enceinte with her third child.  She accepts a kind stranger’s offer of marriage in exchange for keeping house for him...but he never shows up to claim her.  While dealing with unrequited guilt and the desperation of impoverished motherhood, falling in love with Cass is the least of her worries.
 
    
 
   For Cass, having been in love with a woman once before, she feels it couldn’t possibly happen twice.  When it does, Cass is convinced the love cannot be returned.  Can she and Stephanie keep it hidden from the prying eyes of children and the meddling neighbors in this small rural community?     
 
    
 
   Can Cass deal with the guilt she feels over her brother’s injury, an injury that prevents him from doing his duty for their country?  Joining the Nursing Corps may put too much stress on her newfound relationship with Stephanie.  The woman who returns from the war and the woman left behind on the farm are not the same people who once fell in love.  Can they return to being lovers after years spent apart?  Destiny put them in each other’s path, but World War II has them tearing apart.  
 
    
 
   This is The Journey Home.
 
   *THE JOURNEY HOME:
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00HGELGQA 
 
   In Print: https://www.createspace.com/4581509
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Quinn thinks a little ‘revenge’ is in order when her wife is found out to be cheating….
 
   The Other Women:
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00QB61SXK
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   Sam is a unique woman. She goes after what she wants in life, wherever it may take her. This time it takes her to Southeast Asia to pan for diamonds in the islands. It’s dirty, hot, and dangerous. Her trip is worth it though as she finds what she came for, finding a woman who is intrigued by her, the adventure, and more is just a bonus. Felicia goes along on another trip; could it be fatal for both of them to go deep in the jungle to search for these elusive stones?
 
   The Rockhound: 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B006R8K83I
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   Falling in love gives you no time or place, no reason or excuses.  It’s a deliberate act that can leave you breathless from ecstasy or pain.  There is no rhyme, no sense, no time.  There is no precedence, no priority, it befuddles you.  In the right time and place it can cause you to reach the highest highs or the lowest of lows.  Bad timing though for any romance can hurt you more than the love itself.
 
    
 
   Reese has worked hard all her life to garner the satisfaction in the jobs and levels she has obtained.  Landing the position of estate manager for the Cavindish family of England is exciting.  A new country, a new challenge, and a new life.  She packs up her life in Connecticut, kisses her daughter good bye and set’s off on what she is sure will be the adventure of a lifetime…in its own time.
 
    
 
   Lady Cavindish is shy, retiring, and a bit out of her league when the attractive confident blonde, Reese Paulson arrives on the scene to run their family estates for her brother the lord of the manor.  Her admiration for Reese soon turns to hero worship and at some point to a love that neither expected.  Their love however isn’t what the Cavindish family name or property’s need, it is bad timing for everyone involved.  
 
    
 
   The love she feels for Lady Cavindish is totally unexpected and Reese soon realizes that her presence can only hinder the woman she has fallen for.  She makes the excruciating decision for them both to move on, without her.  
 
    
 
   Finding a new love in Australia though proves that life has plans for us that we can only hope gives us what we need, can Reese move on from the woman she loves, or can she love the women she has moved on to.  How can she forget Victoria, her first love?
 
    
 
   Fate however brings them together time and time again, can it time their romance so they can have their happily ever after or is it determined to rip their hearts raw time and time again?
 
   *Timed Romance:
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00CMS6NEA
 
   In print: https://www.createspace.com/4212314
 
   Video: http://youtu.be/Hc3P_a14NYg
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   Erin Ingram is an enormously successful Hollywood star.  She has stared, directed, and produced many films over her long career, starting as a child.  She has even won several Academy Awards.  She is also a closeted lesbian.  Will announcing to the world that she is in love with a woman destroy her long and successful career?  Is the world ready to let the ‘girl next door’ come out of the closet?
 
    
 
   Meeting Erin Ingram was a delight and a surprise to author Kate McCall.  Better yet, there seemed to be an attraction.  Getting to know her she was thrilled at their relationship as it developed.  Her own career as a successful novelist made her more than equal for the talented Ms. Ingram.  Will announcing their relationship to the public destroy their love, their careers, or their blended families?
 
   *To Love a Shooting Star:
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B005MJA87O
 
   In Print: https://www.createspace.com/4054853
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   I nearly drown as I make love to my girl in a pool...or a pool of water...
 
   Wet & Wet Again: 
 
   E-Book: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B005M2QP8W
 
    
 
   Videos:
 
   Biography of Books Video: http://youtu.be/lXFhJd3nUos
 
   Couples Video: http://youtu.be/otC-sRVa8IA 
 
   First Video about book covers: http://youtu.be/PDavhcwQ4PE
 
   Germanic Video: http://youtu.be/2lNcDhYG7yE
 
   Ghostly Love Video: http://youtu.be/zyC5CNIfNvg
 
   Long Distance Romance Video: http://youtu.be/hcHq56MYe-A
 
   Kiss Me: http://youtu.be/M1_6qLi0eoo
 
   Malice: http://youtu.be/ZPrpOT4J6Vw
 
   Sapphic Cowboi Video: http://youtu.be/-3poq5H1uTs
 
   Sapphic Cowgirl Video: http://youtu.be/HAv8aJeGkQ4
 
   Sapphic Surfer Video: http://youtu.be/jHj0LJzFlRU
 
   Sensual Sapphic Video: http://youtu.be/oxDIKNNRNC0
 
   Ships Video:  http://youtu.be/OXRE-958kY8
 
   Timed Romance Video: http://youtu.be/Hc3P_a14NYg
 
   When you lie next to me video: http://youtu.be/TN1Q8dfYuMY
 
    
 
   Interview: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qKQnH4kQQP4
 
    
 
   Readings: Ships:  http://youtu.be/q8Ksvd-Apow
 
    
 
   Contact:
 
   K'Anne Meinel Fan Page: 
 
   http://www.facebook.com/K.Anne.Meinel.Fan.Page?sk=wall&filter=2
 
    
 
   Twitter: https://twitter.com/#!/KAnneMeinel
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