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      In 2009, I kissed my children goodbye and deployed to Iraq.

      I thought deploying would be the hardest thing I'd ever do.

      I was wrong.

      Coming home from war is not an event, not a solitary moment on the parade field. I never knew what it would take to walk through my front door and become a mother after a year away.

      This is my story of coming home from war. Of kissing my children and learning to be their mom again. Of taking command of my company and growing up from a smart-mouthed lieutenant to a more thoughtful commander. Of being a wife at the end of the war.

      A mom. A soldier. A writer. A wife.

      If you’ve been following the journey thus far, thank you for joining me again. If you’re reading it for the first time, I hope you enjoy.
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          Unprepared

        

        December 27, 2009

      

    

    
      WHEN YOU GET HOME from deployment, the Army sends you through all this reintegration training. Some of it is worthwhile, a lot of it is a waste of time and even more is a check-the-block exercise. I understand the intent behind it, but frankly, I didn’t need or want most of it. There was, however, one class that I really got a lot out of and it was taught by the chaplains. They discussed reintegrating with your families and I paid attention because honestly, I’ve been worried about reuniting with my kids.

      They talked about expectations and reactions and how you and they are different now than when you left home. I knew all this but still I paid attention. There was a lot of anticipation within me about seeing the kids and getting my family back together.

      I thought I was prepared.

      So when we’re in the middle of a busy rest stop in New Jersey last night and my youngest starts crying out of the blue, I wasn’t prepared to hear why she was upset. She had real, painful tears, the kind of crying that sounded like her little heart hurt. When I asked her what was wrong, she sobbed, “I don’t think you love me.”

      It was not a fake cry. It wasn’t a cry for attention. And I had no idea how to react. Instantly, I started crying. In the middle of a rest stop, with people wondering what the heck was going on, I was trying to get my oldest’s coat on her while trying to get my youngest to understand that I did love her and I had missed her.

      My husband freaked out when he walked up and saw me and our youngest both in tears. My oldest rested her head on my shoulder and told me she knew I loved her. But none of that helped until I could make my youngest understand.

      It was a brutal episode and one I did not expect. They tell you about the babies not knowing you or your grade school kids wanting to talk incessantly but nothing prepared me for my three year old’s confusion and true heartache.

      It’s better today. She’s back to normal and so am I, but the pain from last night lingers. So today, I’m hugging both of them more and telling them I love them. I’d already been doing that but apparently, it wasn’t enough to make up for a year of no hugs and no up close “I love yous”. The web cam was good but it wasn’t enough.

      I don’t know if I can ever make up to either of them for being gone. I don’t know what else is coming.

      And I don’t know that I’m prepared to deal with it.
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          The Unexpected Mommy Box

        

        January 4, 2010

      

    

    
      IN DAVID FINKEL’S THE Good Soldiers, Finkel describes a “Bad News Bucket,” an emotional coping cache that, once filled, puts a soldier near the breaking point. According to Finkel, who heard of the idea from General Petreaus (I believe), soldiers need good news in order to drain the bad news they carry around inside them.

      When I read Finkel’s description, I thought, this was it exactly. There were days in Iraq where I simply couldn’t handle anything else, that I was barely holding on and needed to get away and pull it back together so that I could continue.

      I did not expect this once I returned home but apparently, I have my own version of the bad news bucket: the Mommy Box. I discovered very early on in my deployment that I needed to stay busy in order to keep my mind on the tasks at hand and not sit and mope about my kids. They were happy, they were healthy, and they were in my mom’s more than capable hands. I didn’t need to worry.

      What I was doing, apparently, was shoving everything inside the Mommy Box and closing the lid. I shut those emotions down and ignored them.

      Except that sometimes, the Box got too full. Like on my oldest’s first day of school. My husband and I both agree that the hardest day on this deployment was missing that event. Birthdays we could recreate. Anniversaries, we would ignore. But the first day of school is something we can’t get back and we don’t get a do-over.

      But having put everything aside for the duration, I fully expected to come home and simply go back to normal. I did not expect to be crying the first weekend back with the kids every day for four days. It seemed like I couldn’t stop.

      And I also discovered that drinking makes the Mommy Box even harder to handle. Apparently, alcohol unleashes the flood of emotions that I’ve still got boxed up inside me.

      I can sit back and pretend that everything is fine now that we’re all home, having hauled the entire family back from the diaspora, but that would be lying to myself. I’m not fine but I am one hell of a lot better now that I’ve got my family back together. There are still a slew of emotions inside me that I still have to handle and I’m sure they’re going to leak out, a little at a time (because I’m not drinking anymore, but that’s another post).

      The Mommy Box was set in a corner for an entire year. Now, I guess, it’s time to clean it out.
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          Becoming Mom Again

        

        January 6, 2012

      

    

    
      THREE WEEKS AGO, I became a mom again. I walked into my mother’s foyer, greeted with cries of “Mommy, Mommy,” and hugged my daughters close for the first time in over six months.

      In that moment, I was mom again. I know that sounds off. Just because I deployed didn’t mean I wasn’t a mom, I was just gone. In my heart and soul, I still worried about my kids, I still missed them. But I didn’t have the day-to-day things that make me mom in my kids’ world.

      When my husband deployed before this tour, both times he came home to little strangers. Our oldest was three months old the first time he came home. She didn’t know him but she adjusted easily. Our youngest, though, was a year old before he came home the second time and their relationship has never been quite the same as his relationship with our oldest.

      But my husband has never had to sit back and watch his child crawl toward another woman, saying “Mama, mama.” They might not have known him but they’d never replaced him in their hearts.

      I have. When I left for Officer Candidate School, my youngest was just shy of seven months old. I was in Fort Benning, GA, my kids were in Maine, and my husband was in Iraq. It was my first taste of what life in the Army as a mom was truly like. I thought my first taste of leaving my children prepared me for deployment but I had no idea how hard it was going to be to come home again. I knew my mom was taking great care of my kids. I was not prepared for my baby to crawl after her, calling her mama. In that moment, I had a taste of the true heartbreak that military moms go through.

      I’ve always been an emotional parent. But this week when I took my oldest daughter to her first day at school, she clung to me, sobbing that she didn’t want me to leave her. It was only school, but in her world, it might as well have been another year. She cried. I cried. And I looked at her teacher, a woman who just met me the day before, and admitted through my tears that I did not know what to do.

      It’s a hard confession to make. What kind of parent doesn’t know what to do when their child is upset and crying? Me. The mom who just got back from Iraq doesn’t know how to deal with her child’s separation anxiety.

      The mom who just got back from Iraq was prepared to hear, “I don’t love you” or “I want Grammy” when her kids got mad at her. The mom who just got back was not prepared to hear, “I don’t think you love me” at a rest stop in New Jersey.

      What kind of mom doesn’t know what her kid’s favorite food is or what to do when they’re acting out? The guilt I feel for leaving my kids is coloring my decisions on how to interact with them and I know there will be consequences down the road.

      When most dads come home, mom has been there holding things down. There’s a transition period but life has only been missing a single piece, instead of being uprooted entirely. In my kids’ case, we not only left them with my mom, we took away their home and their pets, their daycare and all the reminders of what their daily life was with us. Coming home this time around is not as simple as picking Daddy up on the First Cavalry Division’s parade field. Coming home this time involves figuring out what it means to be a parent again. A mom who has uprooted her children’s lives once more and left them with an aching insecurity that Mommy and Daddy are going to leave again.

      I’m not saying that dads who deploy don’t have transitions to make when they come home. But when both Mommy and Daddy are gone, the impact is different. It’s harder on me emotionally in some ways because I’ve been the stability in our children’s lives for the last two deployments. I always knew what to do with them.

      But now, I’ve stood in the hallway of an elementary school, surrounded by seventy five year olds and cried, because I didn’t know what to do.

      For thousands of moms who are coming home from Iraq and Afghanistan, they will feel the pain of their infant children calling someone else Mommy because they were babies when their mom’s left. They will feel the helplessness of not knowing how to handle a tantrum and the awkwardness of not knowing what their child likes to eat. And, if they choose to remain in the Army, they will feel the fear of the next deployment, knowing that as soon as they figure out what normal is, their families will be uprooted once more.

      I know what it feels like now to become a mom again. And I know the fear of deploying again. Of taking my children from their home and uprooting their lives once more. It’s the life I lead, the life I chose. The life of a mom who is also a soldier.

      My choice, however, does not make today’s pain any easier to bear.
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          Banning New Year’s Resolutions

        

        January 8, 2010

      

    

    
      I’M NOT ONE TO start the New Year off by saying I’m going to loose fifteen pounds by February 15. It’s never happened before and I’m not sure why I would think starting now is anything different than on December 31st.

      But I am a big fan of goals and I’m an even bigger fan of attainable goals. So this year, I’m setting goals and I’m telling y’all about them so at the end of 2010, I can come back and let you know how I did.

      Last year, I didn’t really have any goals, other than come home from Iraq and land an agent. I managed to do both, except that the agent part didn’t really stick. So I’m on the agent hunt again, and that’s okay. And making it home safe and sound from Iraq is an extra bonus that’s a whole ’nother adventure in and of itself.

      This year, however, is different. This year, I want to get an agent who really wants me and my body of work as a client and is willing to say, “here’s what we need to do, let’s go.” I hope the book I’m working on now will be the book that gets me out there.

      This year, I will be better at being a mom. Granted, last year, I had no time to be a mom, other than an absentee one, but this year, I’m going to focus on what’s really important: my kids. I don’t get that time back and they need me more than anyone else does.

      The only other thing I’m going to do is keep reading. I’m absolutely positive that I won’t have the same amount of time to read in the States as I had in Iraq, but I’m not going to give up the passion I was able to rediscover this past year. There are books I’m simply dying to read that are coming out soon and I’m going to read them, not just stick them on my bookshelf!

      So that’s it. Those are my goals. You might notice I did not put sell a novel on there. I can’t control that. I can’t control if I land an agent, but I certainly hope I do. So we’ll see how it goes.
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          Does Social Networking Work: Part One

        

        January 10, 2010

      

    

    
      AH, YES. WHY ELSE would editors and agents tell authors to get a webpage even before they begin querying? Why else would it be one of the first things that publicity departments tell authors with books coming out to do?

      But the biggest reason social networking works is because of me.

      Not me, me. You, me. The millions of mes out on the net, cruising Facebook and Twitter and Myspace. Maybe you learned about a new author from a friend’s recommendation on Facebook. Maybe you see an author’s comments on Twitter.

      But when I was walking through the bookstore yesterday, I was busy scanning for author’s names I knew. These are authors I hadn’t even heard of before I hopped online and decided to reach out to the writing world. Authors who would have been just another name on the shelf now stand out to me. I turn the books of authors I know, of books I love, so that the cover is facing forward on the shelf.

      There is also an aspect of loyalty. I remember authors who have sent care packages and school supplies to Iraq. I look for their names.

      The name is what matters. The author behind it and the books the author is hoping you’ll buy. This book or that will come and go, but building a brand is what social networking is all about. Building a name so that when a million other mes go to the bookstore, your name is what they’re looking for, either consciously or unconsciously. When they see it, there will be a flash of recognition, followed maybe by a flash of a purchase.

      But social networking works. It creates online word-of-mouth but it creates something more: name recognition. Maybe you’ve exchanged tweets with an author. Maybe you simply commented on someone’s Facebook wall because they were having the same kind of day you were.

      But social networking works.
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          Knocked Up

        

        January 11, 2010

      

    

    
      YOU KNEW IT WAS only a matter of time before I posted on the controversial pregnancy policy from MND-North’s commanding general of punishing soldiers who get pregnant while deployed. Of course I can’t keep my mouth shut.

      First, a disclaimer: I am not questioning this general’s decision. He has smarter people than me advising him and coming up with their recommendations on his policies.

      Second, I completely understand where he’s coming from. In his public statements, he says that in the coming draw-down, he needs every available soldier to successfully command and control the battle-space he’s been assigned.

      I partially disagree with this assessment. Anyone who has been in the Army for a minute knows that there are folks who get the daylights worked out of them versus those who skate by and who take more time and energy to herd than they can ever possibly contribute to the team.

      I do not agree that punishing females who get pregnant is a message that we want to send to our women in the Armed Forces. We make up less than twenty percent of the force. The last number I saw was something like thirteen percent. In my brigade, we had less than thirty females on rear detachment who were pregnant. We had two in my company redeployed from Iraq because they got pregnant while they were deployed.

      Full disclosure: in 2003, while in PCS status from Korea back to Fort Hood, my husband and I found out we were pregnant. We lost that pregnancy and a subsequent one. After the second miscarriage, once the doctors cleared me, I was going to go back on birth control. We’d planned on trying again when Iraq ’04 was over. Except that wasn’t in the plan. We somehow managed to get pregnant with our firstborn two weeks after miscarrying the second time.

      I was mortified. I was also treated like shit by a couple of key leaders. The female officers I worked with were absolutely amazing in their support. The major who was the Deputy OIC at the time walked in on me sitting in my office at 0600, bawling my eyes out and was horrified. When I told her I was pregnant, she said, “That’s it?” She thought that for my extreme reaction, my husband had been killed or wounded in Iraq.

      Some of the men, on the other hand, were less than supportive. The Sergeant Major of my section sat me down and told me that when I miscarried this one, I would be on the first thing smoking to Iraq. Not only did this man, this leader, tell me that I was a disappointment to the team, he told me he was pursuing action against me for deliberately getting pregnant to get out of a deployment. It didn’t matter if it was harsh or untrue. I could not defend myself because I agreed with him. I was a disappointment. I was that girl—the one who got knocked up right before a deployment.

      Fast-forward to 2010. I spent half the 2009 deployment in Iraq in mortal fear that my birth control would fail and I would be sent home again, head hung low in shame, pregnant again. Ask my husband. I was neurotic about it.

      When one of my soldiers turned up pregnant, I defended her. Shit happens. She got pregnant while she was home on leave. She was still part of the team. She was still a soldier. She had decisions to make but she was still one of us. I slammed an NCO who tried to make her feel bad for getting pregnant.

      When another NCO in our company said that one of our females was making up postpartum depression after a miscarriage to get out of deploying again, once more I spoke up. I asked him if he’d ever miscarried. He said no and I told him I had. Twice. Both of them were emotionally devastating.  I told him to wait and give her the opportunity to get her head back in the game, then bring her out.

      She deployed. She was welcomed back. And no one dared say a damn thing to her about her miscarriage or her reaction to it.

      Here’s the thing. No matter how much we try to regulate pregnancy through policy, which is what this general is trying to do, at the end of the day, doing this policy unfairly targets females. Yes, there are absolutely women out there who get pregnant to avoid deploying. I won’t deny that. But statistically, there are also significantly more men who use injury or illness to get out of deploying. Who have family problems. Who go to the First Sergeant and say, “my wife is going to leave me if I deploy again.” Why are their excuses shrugged off (as a matter of policy), when females who get pregnant are targeted?

      There are a myriad of reasons why soldiers can’t deploy. Most of us will do so. Most have already done so. My unit’s response to my pregnancy in 2004? Put me on orders, regardless of the fact that my leaving did nothing to help their deployable numbers. It was the best thing they ever did for me, but I still carry that shame of missing that deployment around with me. I was that girl. And I am sure my reputation with many of the officers and NCOs I worked with then will never recover from that. Five years later, I still feel the scarlet letter P emblazoned on my chest.

      I’m hard enough on myself over that. I do not need some Sergeant Major telling me I’m a piece of shit for not deploying. I do not believe that punishing these soldiers with a local letter of reprimand or with an Article Fifteen is a solution that will result in lower pregnancy numbers. Both are punishments that do not follow a soldier but still have the stigma attached to them, and yes, both can be documented on NCOER and OERs, which then do become a matter of permanent record.

      We as an Army must find a way to allow our women to serve without fear of reprisals for something that, even if they are taking steps to prevent it, can still happen. No-sex policies don’t work. I remember sending condoms to a friend in Iraq because she couldn’t get them at the PX. Now, that was a smart policy decision. No sex and no condoms because, hey, you’re not supposed to be having sex. And we wonder why there was a rampant STD problem over there.

      So instead of punishing women—even married women who are deployed with their spouses—let’s look at making our females, yes, even our pregnant females, part of the team. Let’s figure out a way to put our arms around them and say, “Okay, you’re on Rear-D but I need you while I’m downrange. Here’s how you can help the team.”

      What about the argument that says you should plan your family around the deployment. Really? We’ve been on deployments since 2001. The First Cav has deployed every other year since 2004. When are you supposed to have a family? And what about those dual military couples out there who are on opposite rotations and who get less than six months together before one of them ships out again? When are they supposed to have a family?

      I understand that the family and Army is a difficult life to juggle. I do not believe that me being a female makes me any less reliable or more reliable than my male counterparts. I do not believe that me being a mother makes me less of an officer. My beliefs are quantifiable because none of my previous supervisors have ever remarked on it, either formally or informally. My ratings have been in the top ten percent of officers and NCOs in the Army.

      I will do my best to serve my commander’s needs. I will also do my best to make sure that my children’s needs are met.

      Punishing me because my husband and I decide to have another baby is not the right answer. It sends the wrong message to our soldiers, male and female. It targets a problem with a solution that is an excessive amount of force. There is no right time to have a baby in the Army.

      And you know what? The Army will replace me. My family can’t. (FYI, Mom, I’m not pregnant.)
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          Love: The Ultimate Forgiveness

        

        January 12, 2010

      

    

    
      IN THE ROMANCE GENRE, we have a significant challenge with loving a whore. The whore can be the slutty best friend, the whore can be reformed.

      In part, this is because of our society’s struggle with female sexuality. Too many “real” authors have dismissed romance as simply “porn for women.” In some cases, they’re right. The books they refer to have little to no plot and are simply a loose series of events surrounding various positions and bodily orifices.

      But when you get a romance novel that is truly incredible, the argument that it’s porn for women falls completely flat. The fact is that even though romance novels often have sex scenes in them, the door can be either open or closed, but the best sex scenes involve the character’s emotions, solidifying the thought that the way to a woman’s heart is through her brain.

      But, we still have the problem of sexuality to deal with. A romance heroine cannot be a slut. Too often a woman’s sordid past is explained away as a misunderstanding or a vicious rumor. Infidelity is also usually a misunderstanding that can be resolved with “the talk” that clears everything up.

      Books that stick with me, however, challenge these stereotypes. In Sherry Thomas’s Private Arrangements, the hero and the heroine had been unfaithful but manage to reconcile despite it. There was no easy way to explain away what happened. They had to work for it. And in Victoria Dahl’s Lead Me On, Jane really had been a teenage tramp.

      Jane is the inspiration for this post. She was not transformed from her trashy ways by a man. Actually she was, but that man was her stepfather, not her hero. Jane did not need to get forgiveness for her sins as a teenager from anyone else. She had to be able to look in the mirror and accept that who she was today came from what she’d grown up as. She’d walked a hard road and had survived because of who she was, not by explaining her past away. And the man who loved her did so even knowing about her past.

      Looking at either of these books, I would have been disappointed had there been an easy explanation for the sins of the past. I liked the fact that these characters were genuinely flawed. I liked the fact that these heroines had to accept that someone else could love them for who they were.

      I think a lot of romance readers read for escape. We want the fantasy of having our own sins erased or the daily trouble in our lives overshadowed with the certainty of a happy ending. I think Jane’s happy ending was incredibly satisfying for me because she finally got over her sins on her own, with Mr. Right waiting there for her to simply accept herself.

      And that is what we should all strive for. Being able to look in the mirror and love ourselves for who we are and what we’ve done. Easy explanations for what we have done cheapen the value of us as individuals.

      Writers who can capture the value of their hero’s and heroine’s flaws and enable the reader to relate to them create characters that are truly memorable but also teach us something.

      Something powerful.
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          Trying Something New: Asking for Help

        

        January 14, 2010

      

    

    
      IT’S BEEN STRESSFUL THESE last few days. The oldest didn’t want to go to school because she was being referred to as “the new girl.” Then, to top it off, she hasn’t eaten dinner in like five days now. She has to at least try everything, which she’s doing, but a single bite of lasagna that she spits out isn’t really going to hold her until morning. But I refuse to be a short-order cook and I refuse to make peanut butter and jelly for dinner. So we’re working through that, but as a result of her not eating, the littlest daughter is skipping dinner.

      The end result of skipping dinner? Bedtime is an absolute nightmare and mornings are even more fun. They’re hungry, they’re tired, and they’re not even close to enjoyable. So at the end of my mind, I called my friend Tamara, who also just got back from a deployment. I needed help. I needed to confess what was going on and ask how the heck is she doing it.

      You know what she told me? She said you need to wake up every morning, and pray and be grateful. You have today to love those little girls and be with them. You need to ask for help with being patient and just be grateful that you have today with them. She really got me with that one. Tamara knows me. We went through Officer Candidate School together and each of us dealt with missing our kids and we’ve helped each other through our respective deployments. Our daughters  were so happy to see each other at school.

      That’s the kind of friend you need at a time like this. At a time when you’re ready to pull your hair out, instead you sit on the bathroom floor and talk through it. You can talk about what’s really bothering you and your friend will tell you to pull yourself up and get over it. If you don’t like it, change it.

      So I did. The next morning, I rolled out of bed and made a change. No more yelling. Getting down on their levels. Smiling and hugging instead of worrying about being late. Enjoying the fact that I’m home, that I have my daughters back and, surprise, they still love me and my husband.

      And it worked. Last night, no major outbursts. No yelling. This morning, there were tears, but for the most part, we got through it with hugs and smiles.

      You wouldn’t think that coming home would be that stressful. You’d think it would be a panacea of happiness. It is. But it also isn’t. There’s no one here to run interference for my husband and I, except each other. The best part about our year in Iraq was the fact that we grew closer as a couple and are able to talk through stuff that before, we’d argued about.

      So the challenges continue with our coming home and I’m sure they’ll keep on. But at the end of it all, I spent a year longing for this. I will appreciate today, because I might not have tomorrow.

      Thank you, Tamara, for being the friend to tell me straight and let me lean on you.
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          A Night in the Life of a Soldier, Mom, and Wife

        

        January 20, 2010

      

    

    
      I CAN’T SAY THIS week has been easy. It hasn’t. Monday night, I was in tears.

      I lay awake, bawling because of the strain of my husband moving to Fort Bragg without us and a myriad of other worries and stresses that decided Monday night was the night to let it all out.

      The night kicked off with my oldest coming back from a sleepover. She was overtired and hungry, because you know that child won’t eat. She wailed and cried for three hours straight. We finally got her to sleep and then the little one wouldn’t settle down. For children used to going to bed at 7:30, 10pm is insanely late.

      But the crying, overtired kids were only the start. It really hit me that my husband is moving to Bragg. No biggie, right? Yeah, except that he’s at Bragg and the girls and I won’t get there until January of 2011 because I’m going to my advanced course. We’ll make it work, we always do, but pressing on my chest that night was the dread that my daughters could be without their daddy for three years. Because what if we get to Bragg and then he deploys. Really? This is the choice we have to make?

      I’m not blaming the Army here. I accept that the needs of the Army trump the needs of a family any day of the week (notice I said accept; doesn’t mean I like it). But when the people on high look down at the micro level, at the individual soldier and say, well, sometimes you’ve got to take one for the team, I feel like saying...well, it’s not fit for the public but use your imagination.

      The reality of it is that my husband has not officially moved from Fort Hood since 2003. Never mind that he’s done three combat tours in Iraq in that time period, plus his advanced schooling so he’s been physically at Fort Hood less than twenty-four months out of that entire time period. I, on the other hand, have moved because of my officer training.

      The Army says, “you have dwell time” which is the Army's way of saying it's time for you to move somewhere else. Well, what good does dwell time do when you move someone ninety days after they return from Iraq and you don’t consider that he is part of a family with children. Three schools in the first year of kindergarten? So no, I have to stay in Hood until summer time.

      I’m not telling you this to demand you write to the powers that be or anything like that. This is our situation and we’ll deal with it, just like we always have. I’m sharing this because sometimes, the magnitude of the impact on my kids gets to me. I keep telling myself that they’ll be all right. They’re with me, we’ll get by. But they love their Daddy. And you know what? I love their Daddy and damn it, I don’t want to spend two years without him.

      So it hurts to be faced with these choices. It hurts a lot but these are the consequences of our continuing to serve. And sometimes, the consequences and the weight of it all keeps me up at night, letting it all out, so I have space to put it back inside and get through the next day.

      So that’s it. A night in the life of a worried soldier, mom, and wife who’s no longer in combat, but sometimes, just as worried.
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          Social Networking Part 2: Twitter

        

        January 21, 2010

      

    

    
      PEOPLE THINK OF TWITTER as that little bird icon on people’s websites or a small blue T, but if you don’t use it, you might be confused as to what it is. For an author, it can be a crucial tool or make you look like one.

      Think of Twitter as a stream. If you have an account, you’re at least standing on the side of it. If you pop in periodically to announce that you’ve done this or that, you are, at best, standing on the shore, throwing rocks into it. This is not a way for you to gain followers or to fully exploit that which Twitter is.

      To maximize your social networking time, you need to fully dive into the Twitter stream and that means entering the conversation. How do you find people to follow? I went to people I knew of, such as @smartbitches and @deirdreknight to see who they were following. I looked for people who were industry folks, not friends of theirs, though in some cases they were probably the same, and I followed them. Then I repeated the same for other folks, expanding the network of people who I follow. It’s a wide web but when someone, say, @laurakinsale followed me, I about fell out of my chair. It’s a small thing, but it’s pretty cool from a fangirl perspective.

      Twitter etiquette is that if someone follows you, you should follow them back. I don’t auto-follow. There are also bots out there that auto-follow everyone then you somehow end up tweeting blow job links to little kids in Brazil, which is Not. Cool. Or legal, but that’s another discussion. So you have to watch your followers and block the spammers (though for the life of me, I can’t figure out why people Twitter spam).

      Once you have a list of folks you follow, pay attention. Read it. Yes, this is a time suck, which is why I do not have a Twitter client installed on my laptop. I only use Twitter on my iPhone because when I sit down to work, it’s time to work, and keeping it on my iPhone is one way of keeping my usage under control. Though I’m approaching four thousand tweets so whether it’s in control or not is up for discussion.

      But Twitter isn’t always about me and if you’re on it, you know the authors who only show up to promote their book. This is not a good way to maximize your time because you’re only having one part of the conversation. The part about you. After a while, people will stop listening. Some authors have huge fan bases and people will follow regardless. But to truly have impact, you have to converse and that means retweeting. The retweet means that you take someone else’s tweet about them or something other than you and pass it along. I routinely look for my favorite authors’ stuff and pass them along. If I see someone say something great about a book I enjoyed, I pass it along. Same goes with good news. Make Twitter about the stream and the people around you and people will notice and follow you.

      That’s not to say that I don’t have my Wordpress blog set up to automatically tweet when I have a new post. You still have to tell people your good news and hope they’ll pass it along. It goes a long way if you’ve done the same for others in the past. I try to maximize the social networking time I do have and so I have almost everything tied in together, so my blog and Twitter both feed to Facebook. Which is another drawback to Twitter. If you feed into your Facebook, you still need to take care of that page, too. But that will be Part 3.

      Being social means talking about something other than yourself. Follow people and they will follow you back. Or maybe not. I don’t unfollow people who don’t follow me because then I miss out on what they’re saying and then I’d be missing part of the conversation.

      And the conversation works because once more, I look for common tweeters. Fellow Twitter users have entered onto my keeper bookshelf because I discovered their stuff through Twitter and I might not have learned about them otherwise.

      But it’s about the conversation. About getting in and making it about something other than yourself. And if you’re not on Twitter in the conversation, you may be missing the point.
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          PBS POV Blog

        

        January 26, 2010

      

    

    
      AS YOU MIGHT HAVE seen on Twitter, I received an invite to be part of PBS’s POV blog and their discussion on women in the military. I’m thrilled to be a part of this, which is sure to help shape the debate about women in combat and women in the military en masse. I hope to help educate the public about what it’s really like being a woman in the military.

      This is a huge responsibility and one that I take very seriously. While I have my opinions, I also know that my opinions are looked at by the public at large. I hope everyone remembers that everything I’ve posted has been my own words and thoughts and in no way represents Army policy.

      I’m really excited about this opportunity and as soon as I get more information, I’ll be sure to pass it along. Thank you all so much for your support over the last year and in the coming months!
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          Rebuilding My Kids’ Trust

        

        February 2, 2010

      

    

    
      SO THINGS HAVE BEEN a little insane around my house lately. My kids are starting to settle in with being home and more importantly, being comfortable being home. Part of that comfort is trusting us to be there when they wake up in the morning.

      When my hubby and I left, both for R&R and for the original deployment, we delayed talking about leaving until it was time to go. It was important to us because we wanted to enjoy our time together. But inevitably, it came time to tell the kids we were going to be gone. We never said we have to go to work. We said we had to go away for a while and we told them we were not going to be there in the morning. It sucked every night while my kids cried, telling me they did not want me to go.

      They still don’t understand that work is every day and that we’ll be home in the evening. Every time there is a break in our new routine, they get upset. And I’m talking sitting on my lap with red faces, tears streaking down their faces, crying, “Mommy, I don’t want you to go.”

      It’s not easy to turn it off and deal with it rationally. It’s hard, because I know they’re hurting. I know there is an ache inside them that they don’t have the words to explain and I know that I am responsible for the insecurity in their lives.

      It’s hard to find the words to comfort them because they don’t understand but I have to keep trying. I have to find a way to tell them that Mommy isn’t leaving again anytime soon and convince them that it’s true. I’ve wrecked their trust, even though it was unintentional and it’s going to take time to rebuild that.

      It’s hard and it hurts but it is getting better. Things are starting to slip into routine. My oldest is starting to enjoy school again. My youngest is still not a fan of the daycare but she’s no longer screaming, “Mommy, don’t leave me!” when I drop her off.

      They’re doing okay and with a lot of prayer and plenty of B Vitamins, I’m doing okay, too. But that, my friends, is another post.
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          Traditions or #tweetsfromtheball

        

        February 4, 2010

      

    

    
      AS MUCH AS I complained on Twitter about it, I actually had a good time at my unit's Ball, a night for all of us to get dressed up in our finest and celebrate being home. (Of course if by good time you mean your feet hurt and you can’t breathe b/c the last time you wore your Blues you hadn’t had two kids, but I digress). These things are tradition. They’re part of the lineage and history of what we do. The pants on the blues are lighter color than the jackets to symbolize our soldiers from the Civil War, whose pants were bleached by the sun.

      If they’re going to be done, they should be done right. When I tweeted about the spouses at our table looking beautiful, I wasn’t kidding. They were all dressed in very classy gowns and carried themselves in the finest tradition of military wives.

      Other spouses, however, did not look the part and those were some of the ones you read about. But here’s the thing: those folks might not have known better. Our soldiers should know better. Our soldiers should know that if you are in that unit, you come in uniform and at a formal event, that uniform, ladies, is the skirt. Like it or not, at a formal event, you don’t get the option of wearing pants. And gentlemen, please refrain from sliding your hand up your wife’s thigh at the table. Not cool.

      But overall, it was a good time. I shared a lot of laughs and we remembered some of the fun we had in Iraq, laughing at our mistakes or at others. It was a night of camaraderie and laughs.

      There are some units that you can’t wait to leave. There are others that you will never forget. My current unit is one that I will never forget, and that I will laugh over and remember for the rest of my life. I have a fantastic commander and first sergeant who are growing into a superb command team. The NCOs I work with are truly great and have potential to grow into the next generation of fantastic senior NCOs.

      I will miss these folks when I move on to my next assignment. It’s a pretty special thing.
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