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Chapter One
 

Colonel Marcel Robicheaux moved briskly through the Command Suite and acknowledged the call to attention with a bright “good morning” before reaching the door to her office. Having everyone in the room aware of her arrival was a formality done only once a day, and Marcel always liked having it over with as soon as possible. Military customs and courtesies were ingrained in tradition, and Marcel knew that she would miss certain aspects of it when she retired, but having her presence announced before she even had her first cup of coffee every morning would always rank at the top of her things-I-can-live-without list.

William Shook, Marcel’s secretary, usually gave her enough time to get her hat and coat on the rack before coming in with the day’s agenda. He was a small man and impeccably groomed, often reminding Marcel of a well-dressed jockey who had ridden his last race and had reluctantly settled into a mundane government job to pay the rent. William was efficient at keeping Marcel out of trouble and on time for meetings and appointments. She would be lost without him.

“Captain Cooper from Company B needs to see you right away,” William said as he scanned an index card with notes on it. “And the General’s wife called to remind you about tennis at eleven-thirty.”

Marcel rolled her eyes and gave him her best bored expression. “Do whatever it takes to get me out of that.” 

William smiled and nodded slightly.

“Any idea what Captain Cooper wants?” Marcel asked as she sat down behind her desk.

“Adult leadership, no doubt,” he replied dryly. Marcel chuckled as he continued. “There’s the General’s staff meeting at fourteen hundred hours and an awards ceremony at fifteen-thirty.” William pulled a folder out from under his arm and placed it opened in front of her with a pen ready for her to begin signing. Marcel scribbled her name on the forms and letters wherever he pointed, and they worked their way down through the pile.

“Send Captain Cooper in as soon as she gets here,” Marcel said. “Let the day begin.”

Captain Heidi Cooper, a lesbian who spent a lot of time trying not to appear as such, was one of two female company commanders in the battalion. Marcel felt a sense of responsibility for all soldiers under her command, whether they were officers or enlisted personnel. Heidi had a small crush on Marcel, and she always seemed to have a reason to be in Marcel’s office. Occasionally they would run together at lunch, and Heidi was quick to volunteer for anything that the battalion needed help with. Heidi was a good officer who felt comfortable with Marcel on several levels. Marcel made sure that interactions between them stayed professional and above board.

As soon as William left Marcel’s office, there was a short, firm knock on the door. Marcel answered with a steady, “Come in.”

Captain Cooper closed the door behind her and nervously ran her fingers through her collar-length brown hair. Heidi had a stocky build and at five-foot-five was several inches shorter than Marcel. Due to strict Army regulations, keeping fit was an occupational necessity, and Heidi constantly struggled to stay within the authorized weight standards. Her naturally rosy cheeks hinted at a hypertension problem, but she had an easygoing manner and was in excellent health. Marcel smiled as she remembered someone saying “not the sharpest knife in the drawer” when they described Captain Cooper upon her arrival at Fort Sam Houston, but so far Marcel hadn’t seen anything in her behavior or actions to warrant such a remark.

“Thanks for seeing me this morning,” Heidi said. 

“What’s the problem?” Marcel asked. “Sit down. You look like hell. What’s up?”

Heidi eased into the green plastic chair in front of Marcel’s desk, a chair that had been specifically chosen for its lack of comfort. Marcel’s theory was that if she had nice, comfortable furniture in her office, then visitors might not leave in a timely manner. She was too busy to entertain anyone, and so far the green plastic chair was serving its purpose. However, when Marcel’s mother, Roslin Robicheaux, came to see her, Roslin always insisted on sitting in Marcel’s chair behind the desk, refusing to sit in anyone’s dumpster reject.

Marcel gave Heidi her complete attention and noticed that Heidi’s camouflage, battle-dress uniform was starched to perfection, with creases that looked as though they might snap a sleeve in half if she weren’t careful.

“How can they be so stupid?” Heidi mumbled. “Sometimes they leave me absolutely speechless.”

“They?” Marcel said. “They who?”

“The troops. You wouldn’t believe the conversation I’ve already had this morning.”

“Enlighten me.”

“Sergeant Wiley Hartman,” Heidi said as she sighed heavily. “He’s been in the Army seven years already. He should know better. Anyway, I get a call from National Car Rental yesterday telling me that Sergeant Hartman has had one of their rental cars for two months now and won’t give it back. He owes them fourteen hundred dollars. So I get him in my office to hear his side of the story, and he tells me that he did, in fact, rent a car for a week and paid for a week. Then as it turned out he needed the car longer.” Exasperated, Heidi shook her head and sighed again. “He then tells me that he can’t take the car back because he owes too much money on it! Can you believe that? He owes too much money. I tried to explain to him that each day he keeps the car, he will owe even more money, but he doesn’t seem to get it. He keeps repeating over and over again that he has to keep the car because he doesn’t have fourteen hundred dollars to pay the rental-car company.”

Marcel leaned forward in her chair and laced her fingers together on top of her desk. Okay, she thought. This sounds simple enough. A very fixable problem.

Marcel arched an eyebrow and asked, “So what exactly do you need me for?” She leaned back in her chair and studied Heidi for a moment. The frustration on Heidi’s face told her all she needed to know then. With a solution already in mind, Marcel said, “This is what you do. You call up the rental-car agency and make arrangements for him to pay the bill off from his allotment every month. Then you send him to the finance office for official financial counseling. Just make sure everything’s documented.”

Heidi pursed her lips. “Hmm. I didn’t think about the allotment thing.”

“It’s the only way they’ll get their money.” Marcel smiled suddenly. “How long would he have kept the car?”

“Forever! According to him, he couldn’t afford to take it back. Have you ever heard of anything so stupid?”

They shared a laugh for a moment, and then Heidi said, “I’d also like to take a stripe away from him. As an NCO he’s supposed to be a leader. I’m not sure this guy could lead his way out of a paper bag.”

Marcel frowned. “There are more effective ways to deal with him. He’s in financial trouble already. If a reduction in rank produces a smaller paycheck, how’s that going to help him? He’s drowning here. He needs a life preserver, and you’re suggesting that we throw him an anchor. I think an official counseling statement would be more appropriate at this point.” Marcel laced her fingers together again and said, “Is there anything else I can help you with?”

“Uh...no. Thanks. I’ll take care of it.” Captain Cooper closed the door behind her on her way out. As soon as
the door clicked shut, the telephone on Marcel’s desk rang.

“The General’s wife has been holding for you on line one,” William said. “She isn’t taking no for an answer.”

“I see,” Marcel said. “Thank you.” She squinted menacingly at the blinking light on the phone and wondered how she was going to get out of this.

General Harlan Wheatly’s young wife, Jordan, had taken a renewed interest in Marcel at the General’s annual Christmas party several months ago. To Marcel’s horror, Jordan had groped her twice during the party — once on the front porch as carolers sang to the guests, and then again later that same evening when Jordan pretended to spill eggnog on the front of Marcel’s uniform. Before the party was over, the General’s young wife finally managed to lure Marcel into the kitchen, pin her against the pantry door, and kiss her as if the world were coming to an end.

“Anyone could come in here,” Marcel remembered snarling that night as she disentangled herself from Jordan’s grasp. 

“I hate my life, Marcel.”

“You can’t make that my problem, Jordan. Why did you marry him in the first place?”

“I thought it would be different. I had no idea I’d be this bored.”

Marcel quickly checked her reflection in the toaster for any signs of Jordan’s lipstick and said, “I also can’t be the solution to your boredom either.”

“You’re the only lesbian I know.”

“Get real. This is the Army. Lesbians are everywhere on this post.”

“So point them out to me,” Jordan had said with a smile. “Other than Heidi Cooper. I know about her already.”

Marcel was never quite sure just how desperate Jordan was for female companionship, but she didn’t trust her in the least. Even though Marcel was a firm believer that sleeping with the boss’s wife wasn’t in her best interest, her options were nonetheless limited. Marcel knew that if Jordan mentioned to anyone that she was a lesbian, her career would be over immediately, and Marcel was too close to retirement to have that jeopardized. Jordan was a determined, desperate woman, and Marcel had to be smart and careful when dealing with her.

Marcel picked up the phone and said in her crisp I-don’t-have-time-for-you-no-matter-who-you-are voice, “Colonel Robicheaux. This is an unsecured line. How can I help you?”

Jordan wasn’t the least bit impressed. “Don’t pretend you don’t know who this is. Eleven-thirty today. Tennis. Remember?”

Marcel took a deep breath and vowed to be as pleasant as she could under the circumstances. Having to discourage an attractive woman wasn’t something that she had a lot of experience with.

“Good morning, Mrs. Wheatly. How are you?”

This particular tennis date, like the other three tennis dates that Jordan had arranged, had come about as a result of Jordan’s clever suggestions in the presence of her husband at various social gatherings. General Wheatly liked seeing his wife active and busy, since the role of military wife still wasn’t agreeing with her. Jordan was restless, and the General always seemed to be at a loss as to what to do with her.

“Just don’t be late,” Jordan said. She was apparently still miffed at William’s earlier attempt to cancel her plans.

Against Marcel’s better judgment, she resigned herself to the fact that there would be a few sets of tennis in her immediate future. She decided that she’d just have to tell Jordan again how much she disliked all this flagrant aggression...disliked the cheap thrill of stolen kisses behind closed doors...the excitement and danger of having her breasts touched in broad daylight on the tennis court. With less than six weeks to go before her retirement, Marcel didn’t need that in her life now. Unsatisfied married women didn’t interest her in the least, and getting out of this situation as quickly as possible, with her rank and career intact, would take all of Marcel’s mental resources.

“I’ll be there,” Marcel said, and then added, “promptly.”

“And leave that stupid beeper at the office,” Jordan said. “They can do without you for an hour.” Her anger was slipping away; Marcel could hear it in her voice. “I’ve got a nice salad and a bottle of wine chilling for later. I’ll send you back very happy.”

Give me a break, Marcel thought as she hung up the phone. Six more weeks of this. Give me strength.

 

The idea came to Marcel a few hours later as she went to change clothes for her tennis date. She decided against wearing her usual white shorts, white pullover shirt, and white sneakers and chose instead the gray Army sweats that had been in one of her lost, but recently found again, gym bags. The sweats were ripe and disgusting—and absolutely perfect for the occasion.

Marcel tossed her beeper, a few bucks, and her military ID card in a fanny pack and left William specific instructions to page her in an hour. She then set off running toward the General’s house, which was a little over two miles from Marcel’s office. She knocked on Jordan’s door a while later and was met with a furious glare the moment Jordan saw her.

“Damn it, Marcel,” Jordan snapped. “You’re sweaty already.” The rhyming words made Marcel laugh, but Jordan didn’t see anything funny about it. She poked her head out the door and scanned the tree-lined street for Marcel’s Miata. “Where the fuck’s your car? Did you run over here?”

Marcel nudged her way inside the door and tried to catch her breath. Being out in the open air had unfortunately made her sweats smell less offensive. “I’ll need to borrow one of your rackets. I didn’t feel like carrying mine. Hurry up. Chop-chop. Let’s go. Some of us don’t have all day.”

As Jordan went up the stairs to get another racket, Marcel reminded her that a General’s wife shouldn’t be saying fuck. She laughed as she watched Jordan toss her bouncy blond ponytail around with a shake of her head and trudge up each stair uttering the word fuck several times with new, intense emphasis.

 

Marcel was ahead forty love when her beeper finally went off, and Jordan was fuming at the interruption.

“I need to use your phone.”

Jordan pointed her racket at Marcel and said, “I know what you’re doing.”

Marcel smiled. “I’m running your tush all over the court. That’s what I’m doing. Now please take me to a phone.”

The General’s house was across the street from the tennis courts, and they walked there in silence. Marcel had it in mind to return William’s bogus call and then jog back to work for a shower and then maybe a quick lunch at the dining facility. She liked eating Army food occasionally and enjoyed mingling with the troops. She imagined that the quality of food might improve if the boss ate there more often.

Marcel hurried up the steps to the huge wooden wraparound porch. The Wheatlys lived in what was called The Pershing House, a historical landmark at Fort Sam Houston. John J. Pershing had lived there in the twenties and Dwight and Mamie Eisenhower had lived there in the forties. It was an old and truly beautiful home. Marcel always felt a sense of awe whenever she visited.

“The phone’s in here,” Jordan said as she motioned toward another room to the left.

Marcel picked up the outrageously ornate receiver on the seventies-model decorator cradle phone. It looked like something from a soap opera, and Marcel wasn’t even sure it was real until she heard the dial tone. She called her office number, and seconds later she felt Jordan’s breasts pressing softly against her back, felt her slender hands reaching around to cup her breasts. Just as Marcel was about to intentionally step on Jordan’s foot to discourage anything further, William answered the phone.

Marcel cleared her throat and moved away from the antique table where the phone was, but Jordan stayed right with her and even managed to kiss the back of her neck as she rubbed her breasts more firmly against her.

“Colonel Robicheaux,” Marcel said. “Someone paged me?” 

“As requested,” William replied.

Marcel closed her eyes and willed her nipples not to harden, but she knew it was hopeless. And to make matters worse, Jordan’s lips were now avidly kissing her sweaty neck and sending a wave of goose bumps scampering down her arms.

“I see,” Marcel said. “Thank you. I’m on my way.” She hung up the phone and let Jordan turn her around. “What do you think you’re doing?”

Jordan laughed. “We both know what I’m doing, and we both know that you like it.” She slid a hand under Marcel’s damp shirt and smiled at what she found. “And apparently you like it a lot.”

“Give me a break,” Marcel said as she removed Jordan’s hand. But Jordan was quick and brought Marcel’s hand up and placed it on her own breast and squeezed. Jordan kissed her then, and slipped her tongue into Marcel’s mouth. A jolt of heat flew through Marcel’s body, and just for an instant she felt herself responding. But the alarms in her head were ringing much louder than any alarms connected elsewhere, and she abruptly broke away from her.

“You know you want to,” Jordan whispered as she squeezed Marcel’s hand that covered her breast. “I need you.”

Marcel couldn’t do it. She could see twenty years swirling down a drain because of a horny officer’s wife whose idea of discretion consisted of fondling only one of her lover’s breasts instead of both while out in public. Marcel knew that Jordan didn’t care about anyone but herself. Jordan just wanted sex.

Marcel yanked her hand back and on her way out the door mumbled, “Mamie Eisenhower lived in this house, for crissakes.”



Chapter Two
 

 “Are you sleeping okay?” Roslin asked as she studied her daughter carefully across the table. When she didn’t get an answer right away, she prodded further. “Well? Are you?” 

Marcel sipped her wine and shrugged. “I’m fine.” 

“Meaning?”

“I sleep when I’m sleepy. You know how it is.”

Roslin set her menu aside and picked up her wineglass. Holding it in both hands, she propped her elbows on the table. “How long per night these days? On an average.”

“A few hours here and there. Nothing new. Stop worrying. My body let’s me know when it’s time to sleep.” Marcel was hoping her mother would move on to another subject, but deep down she knew how unlikely that was. Insomnia had been a part of Marcel’s routine for most of her life, and because of it she and her mother were both unofficial experts on sleep disorders. Roslin was forever asking the questions that she already knew the answers to but felt compelled to ask anyway, while Marcel had learned to pace herself and incorporate sleepless nights into a beneficial use of time. The subject of Marcel’s sleep patterns always came up, and Marcel quite often had nothing new to report.

“I still think it’s stress,” Roslin said. “All that traveling we did when you were a baby, and then the pressure of school and then the Army.”

“Traveling when I was a kid had nothing to do with it,” Marcel said, reassuring her with a kind smile. She knew that her mother was still consumed with guilt about several decisions she had made while scratching out a living for them after Marcel’s father had died. Over the years, Marcel had learned that the only thing that helped to alleviate some of her mother’s guilt was to reaffirm the closeness that they shared, and to remind her that there wasn’t another child in the world who had felt more loved than Marcel had when she was growing up.

“So have you decided about the antique business yet?” Roslin asked. “I’d hate to see you rush into anything. Why don’t you take some time off and relax for a while?”

“Relax?” Marcel said with a smile. “What’s that?”

“Do the Caribbean,” Roslin suggested. “Or Europe maybe. Hell, come to Vegas with me and watch your mother work for a while. It’ll be fun.”

Marcel chuckled at that last suggestion. It always amazed her when she thought about how her mother made a living. Roslin Robicheaux was a gambler, a good gambler. Poker was her game, and in world-class gambling circles she was famous. As a result of her uncanny luck and remarkable skill, Roslin owned houses on four continents, yachts, and racehorses, as well as a fleet of expensive cars—all having been obtained in lieu of cash during various high-stake poker games. Roslin traveled and worked about fifteen days out of a month; the remainder of the time she stayed busy with various charities in the San Antonio area.

“How about it?” Roslin said. “Take some time off and come with me. Chill a little.”

“If I chilled any more I’d have frostbite.” Hearing her mother’s laughter made Marcel smile again. “I’m okay,” she assured her once more. “Things are winding down in my professional life now, so that’s not a problem. And I’m more relaxed and at ease with myself now than I’ve been in a long time. Maybe ever.” Marcel raised her glass before taking another sip. “Frostbite, I tell you.”

Roslin arched a brow and said, “You’re so full of it that I’m surprised your eyes are still blue.”

“There you go making fun of my poker face again.” 

“Well, it’s not nice to bullshit your mother.”

 

Marcel parked in Cricket’s driveway and got the bottle of wine out of the front seat. Amanda’s car was there already, which made Marcel’s heart do the tango. Her emotions ranged from excitement at the possibility of seeing Amanda again, to a sense of dread at seeing her again. Amanda was Cricket’s girlfriend and a successful real estate agent. The three of them had recently been spending a lot of time together, but Marcel was thinking about putting an end to that since she’d found herself feeling attracted to Amanda lately. It was an uncomfortable situation for her, and Marcel believed that Cricket and Amanda both deserved better.

Cricket Lomax had been Marcel’s best friend since seventh grade. In high school, they had become lovers and had remained so until Marcel got accepted to West Point after graduation. Over the years, their relationship developed into a warm, nurturing friendship, and there was nothing they wouldn’t do for each other. Cricket was the person Marcel could call at two in the morning if she needed help with anything or just wanted to talk. They were very different people—a good mixture of personality and temperament—and were extremely devoted friends. They had been through much worse, and Marcel knew she would get through this as well.

Cricket answered the door, and Marcel smiled as she handed over the bottle of wine. “It has a cork in it, so I know it’s not exactly what you’re used to.”

Cricket took the bottle and inspected its label. Amanda stuck her blond head around the corner of the kitchen and gave a left-handed salute.

Damn, Marcel thought as she waved to her. No one should look that good.

“How many more days?” Amanda asked.

“Thirty six,” Marcel said. Even though her upcoming retirement from the Army was getting closer, Marcel chose not to focus on it for very long. The Army had been more than just a job or a career to her. It was a way of life and so much a part of everything about her that even now it was hard to imagine being without it.

“Is your mother planning a party?” Cricket asked. 

“I hope not, but it wouldn’t surprise me.”

Cricket placed a tray with an assortment of cheese and crackers on the coffee table, then handed Marcel a caffeine-free Diet Coke. Amanda sat on the other end of the sofa from Marcel and tried one of Cricket’s hors d’oeuvre creations.

“Have you met Marcel’s mother yet?” Cricket asked Amanda. “Lord have mercy, what a fox,” she said as she popped a cracker in her mouth. “Too bad you take after your father, Marcel, honey.”

Amanda laughed and glanced at Marcel. “I hope you at least get some respect at work, because it looks like you aren’t getting any around here.”

Cricket sat down on the floor with her back resting against Amanda’s legs. “Dinner in five minutes,” Cricket said. “So what’s your mother-the-babe up to these days? Wow. Remember the crush I used to have on her?”

“Used to have?” Marcel said. “You’ve thought she was a babe ever since we were fifteen.”

Cricket sighed at the memory. “She was a babe then, too. I only dated you so I could be close to your mother, you know.” 

Marcel laughed. “Like that was a secret.”

Dinner consisted of green-bean casserole, oven-fried chicken, corn on the cob, and salad, which Cricket insisted were all Marcel’s favorites. During dinner the conversation stayed light and friendly, with Marcel cleverly
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