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Prologue“Uncle David, when I get enough old, will we be able to get married?” seven-year-old Tashia asked as he drove her home from school.  She stared at the blur of trees, trying to catch one distinct one in her view.  Her dad had to take her mother to another appointment and they would not have been home in time to pick her up, although they should have been at the house by the time they arrived.  Tashia heard her uncle’s cough which brought her attention away from the outside environment.  She noticed that his face looked funny, kind of red.“W-what?”“I’ve been thinking about this a lot.  How old do you have to be to get married?  About 14?”“Much older than that,” he chuckled.Tashia frowned but then decided that 15 might not be a problem.  “Well, you remind me a lot of my Daddy.  I know I can’t marry him because he’s my daddy, but I thought, maybe you.  So, what do you think?”Her uncle stammered a bit, and she began laughing, finding this to be quite funny, as she had been the one having trouble talking earlier in life.  “Tashia,” he finally said, “we can’t get married.”  She wanted to know why not.  “For one thing, I’ll be far too old by the time you’re ready to get married.”  She requested that he narrow things down for her and let her know when was the soonest she could get married.  “I think the earliest will be when you’re in your twenties.”“Twenty?” she gasped.  “You’re right, Uncle David.  You will be really old by then.”  He smirked, and she sat a while considering this.  “Actually, that might not be too much of a problem.”He laughed and she asked him why.  “Tashia, sometimes when I’m talking to you, I feel like I’m talking to a grown lady.”  She sported her toothless grin at him brought on by the loss of her four front teeth.  “There are other reasons, the most important one of which is that I’m already married to your Aunt Kyana.”  Tashia folded her arms with a frown.  Now that was something she had never considered.  “And,” he continued, “family members don’t marry each other.”  Nodding, she conceded that those would be problems they could not overcome.  “I guess I’ll just keep being your niece, but that’s real good, too.”Uncle David squeezed her little hand.  “Yes, Tashia, that’s the best.”  After a few seconds he added, “And one day, you’ll make some man very happy...you’ll keep him on his toes, too.  One day far from now.”  Tashia resumed trying to spot one distinct tree as they continued to ride toward home.  She wondered how long it would be until that day came and what that man would be like.Chapter IMany years later. “She’s going to wake up soon. You can see it, can’t you? Come on Sleeping Beauty. You can do it!”The voices swirling around Tashia’s head were unknown but this one no longer came across as a murmur.  The other one did.  Someone held her hand.  It was a strong hand.  Probably male.  He gave two quick squeezes to which she automatically replied.  “Ha, ha!” he cheered.  “You’re a strong one.  Open those beautiful eyes.”“Come on sweetie,” came the other voice, now crystal clear.  A lady’s.  The accent Tashia could not detect. The surface she lay on seemed to be drawing her body deeper and deeper into its vacuum, a force against which she resisted with all of her might.  She heard the “wow”.  Tashia pulled against that hand for strength.  The weight of her eyelids seemed unconquerable but with each pull, he tugged and Tashia was able to open micrometer by micrometer.It seemed minutes before her vision cleared but likely was only seconds.  And what a clearing.  Her eyes landed on the most beautiful blue-green eyes framed in an olive face with wide smile, perfectly arched nose, and thick eyebrows polished off with thick head of wavy dark brown or black hair.  “You didn’t win the bet.” Tashia slowly slid her vision to a petite lady who stood near the bed and smoothed her hand up and down Tashia’s arm.  A petite pretty brown lady.  She’d guess Filipina.“I could care less,” the man remarked with the same broad smile and with a sparkle of his heavenly bluish-greens.  He had not taken his eyes off of Tashia.  “You didn’t either, but it wouldn’t matter if you did.  Wow, sweetheart, you finally woke up.  What’s your name?”Tashia’s eyes dragged from one to the other, as she tried to bring to the surface of her mind her last memories.  Who were these people?  Thoughts of the night before gradually came in and it started to make sense.  She had to be in a hospital.  She looked at her arm and followed the tube that led from it to the pole.  But there was no pole.  Not the type she had seen in her grandpop’s room anyway.  Instead, there was a makeshift IV connected to a thin wooden beam.  As she gazed around the room, she realized that this was no hospital room.  Who were these people!? What were they giving her?!  Her so-called friends had gone farther than she would have imagined.  How could she have been so stupid to go with them?!  These people were drugging her or...or...she didn’t know what.Tashia struggled to sit up but plopped right back down with having barely lifted her head off the surface.  “It’s okay sweetheart.”  His smile had transformed to a look of concern then rapidly to one of assurance.  “You want to know where you are, don’t you Little Lady?”She nodded dumbly.The lady held her hand securely and gave a reassuring squeeze.  “My name is Adonis,” he remarked and the woman rolled her eyes.  Tashia examined his features a bit more.  He certainly was but she could not imagine anyone would name their child that.  He smiled at her again and she just as suddenly felt she could trust him.  It was not the same but something in the character of his smile was like Uncle David’s.  “It’s Greek,” he explained concerning his name.  “I’m Greek, but people just call me Don. This is my wife.  You can call her Dr. Chona.”“Why...?” Tashia rasped but no other words followed despite her moving lips.  Don helped her sit up a bit in bed and his wife propped pillows behind her.  She asked if she was lightheaded, as she handed her a glass of water.  Tashia felt slightly woozy.  She began to drink it down in one full gulp but her coughing and sputtering caused her to slow.  Finally, she handed back the glass and tried again.  “Why would I call you Dr. Chona?” Tashia glanced at the little lady’s belly but then refocused on her face which was now smiling. She explained that she was a naturopath and asked if Tashia knew what that was.  Indeed, she did.  Uncle David, Aunt Kyana, and their family had been initially under continuous but then progressively less treatment of one as a help to one of their sons in particular.  Her mother had tried alternative treatments over the years as well.  She seemed glad that she had the knowledge and told her to simply call her Chona.Tashia propped herself up straighter in the bed with heavy effort.  Chona began to fluff her pillows behind her but she waved off the help.  “I’d really like to get out of this bed.”  Don assisted her with bringing her legs off the side, although she felt she really did not need the help.  She was tired and lacked energy yet she was sure she had the strength to move herself.  Still, when one on each side helped her stand, she nearly swooned.  “Deep, slow breaths,” they cautioned.  One foot in front of the other.  One lead foot in front of the other.  Then plunk into a seat at a small wooden table.About ten minutes later, the three of them were all seated with Tashia having inhaled a meal of cabbage, rice, and veggie taquitos with a special tea that greatly energized her.  She tried to heed their advice to slow down but could not.  In that time, she had relinquished her name.  She discovered that the young couple lived on a houseboat and spent most of the time docked in or near Georgetown.  They were expecting in several months and would be going to the Philippines in a few days where they planned on staying at least until shortly after the baby was born.  Just to enjoy some time before making their journey, they’d made a trip out on the Potomac River the night before.  That is where they found Tashia.  She had been in and out of consciousness for the last 18 hours. Actually, she had not fully regained consciousness until just that present afternoon.“What I want to know,” Don queried, as he pushed away his plate and shook his head in amazement, “is how in the world you survived that?” He realized they had gone out too far and tried to turn the boat around. “That has got to be one of the choppiest pars of the River.  People who don’t know better than to avoid it, drown there regularly.” The undertow is sudden and violent.  Even the strongest of swimmers do not conquer it without tremendous help.  And that often didn’t work. Yet, there Tashia was, struggling up to the surface.  The over polluted, yucky surface.  Don and a friend who had gone out with them helped pull her into the boat.  But with the little strength she had, she helped, too.  She let out a good volume of water from her mouth and slowly began to descend into sleep.  “Evan said it was a miracle.  I don’t know, Little Lady.  He might be right.”Tashia had no idea why he kept calling her “Little Lady”, although she liked it.  She was far from that.  Whoever this Evan was, he was certainly right.  For those two men to have gotten her chubby, water-filled self on that boat alive and fairly well was something she counted nothing short of a miracle.  Why they had not taken her to a hospital was something she questioned but dismissed when she looked back at the makeshift IV.Having seemed to detect her wonder, Don, who was finishing up his medical studies, explained that Chona had successfully cared for people days out from being able to reach a hospital.  They would have never taken a chance with her life if there were cause for worry.  Tashia smiled a bit.  Somehow she was sure they would not.  He admitted that he had feared she might have suffered an anoxic brain injury, but his wife did not share the same concern, particularly with the level of consciousness she had displayed when they first rescued her.  She was amazed, however, to have the opportunity to speak to someone who survived that waterway.  “How did you wind up there?”“The last thing I remember is being out with my friends.  The Potomac is in Washington...and Virginia and Maryland.” They nodded but she did not understand.  “I live in North Carolina now.”  It was Tashia’s last year in high school, she explained, and a couple of girls invited her to go out with them.  They met up at a park and what surprise she experienced when who was to show up in his father’s BMW but Axel.  Axel was the guy Tashia had a crush on.  A big one.  But she knew that was all it was.  They wanted to take a weekend drive up to New York.  Tashia had confessed that she couldn’t.  “My aunt will wonder where I am and...I can’t get in touch with her right now.”  Of course, the girls encouraged then taunted.  Axel, however, defended and said it was all right. They would just take a long ride and be back by midnight, 1:00 tops.  There she was sitting in the front seat with him and...  And... That is where the memory abruptly stopped.  Of course, she did not express the particulars of her crush or anything with Don and his wife.  “Looks like they decided to make the trip a very long one, but that still begs the question.  How did you wind up in the Potomac? And what type of friends are they anyway?”  Chona asked agitatedly.They couldn’t actually be considered friends.  Tashia did not have many but it was kind of nice to be around the popular girl for once.  Not that she expected instant popularity or the moment to last.  Not that it would have mattered at all before.  Before.  Things had changed so rapidly.“Hey, hey,” Don whispered urgently and Tashia turned her attention toward the noise outside of the door.  “We’re going to help you get back in the bed.  Just keep your eyes closed until I squeeze your hand.  Then open them wide.  That’s all you have to do.”He seemed so pressed that she thought of nothing but to comply as he helped her climb into the bed.  She lay there wondering what was going on when she heard another voice that belonged to the man for whom Chona had opened the door.  “Hey guys.  Is she still out?”Chona and Don seemed to consent with sad groans.  Tashia wanted to open her eyes.  Maybe this was the other one who had saved her.  But they would not play a trick like that on him.Suddenly she felt a strong hand enclose hers, but there was no squeeze.  It didn’t seem to belong to Don.  “We know you can do it Little Lady,” the voice echoed an earlier sentiment of Don’s.  He sounded so earnest.  “We...I’ve been praying for you.  Just open your eyes.”  The squeeze came unexpectedly and Tashia’s eyes shot wide.  The man jumped back.  Don and Chona were holding each other up and laughing hysterically.  He came closer, mouth open in awe, and Tashia sat up.  “I—I’m sorry,” she stuttered.His head shaking slowly side to side, he finally whispered, “No, don’t be.  He’s just getting me back.” He grinned then shouted, “You’re awake!”His name was Evan.Evan.  Tall, lanky, no Adonis but the concern Tashia saw in his eyes, as they all spoke to her over the remainder of dinner, made her like him right away.  She knew him not at all but imagined him the type to greatly desire helping anyone he could.  And boy how he, along with Don and Chona, had helped her.  Tashia had answered the question they all had.  She had trained since early childhood to be an Olympic medalist in swimming.  “My father helped me and I might have been going this year but...”  As her voice trailed off, the other three exchanged glances but no one asked any questions.  The couple got up and began to clear the table.  Even with their departure, the silence was thick.  Evan started some small talk which somewhat relieved the discomfort.“So your parents must be really worried about you,” Chona called out from behind her after several minutes, as she and Don rinsed and dried the rest of the dishes.  Tashia, slumped in a plastic chair at the obviously amateur-made wooden table, glanced at Evan then focused her eyes on the door.  The squeezes and releases in her heart lasted several minutes but she managed to put on a slight smile for Evan who she now saw was looking at her with more worry than concern across his visage.“Do you know what bet the two of them had about me?” she asked, as she pushed off the creaky table to bring herself forward in the chair then panted a bit.  Chona’s remark remained in her mind, but she grinned at Evan, as she tried to push it deeper in the recesses.  Tashia was actually quite curious about the bet.His face broke into a wide smile, as he explained that they had all been curious about her eye color.  She noticed Chona and Don had turned back to look at her, probably in wonder of if she had heard the real little lady, but she feigned not observing them.  “Well...and what did they guess?”Chona was certain they were light brown.  Don said, “Green like mine.”Now, that was funny.  When Tashia began to laugh, Evan did, too.  Her skin tone was fair.  In fact, she was the lightest brown of anyone on either side of her family except her paternal grandmother whom she had only seen once.  The majority of that side of the family had little interest in her father or mother.  Whereas other family members had varying levels of curl to their hair, hers was completely straight, like her mother’s, but with no body.  Not with much length either, reaching only to her chin.  But Tashia had a great way of whipping up a ponytail.  The truth was that fashion, hairstyles, and the like were of absolutely no interest to her.  Her shape...well, she thought she had a half decent one even with the excess pounds, although she usually kept it well covered with baggy clothing.  Basically, if it covered her, that was enough. The one distinctive feature she saw in herself among the plain nose, plain eye shape, plain lips, cheekbones and the rest was her eye color.  They were violet.  As she understood it, a treasured albino genetic defect.  Tashia’s features reflected her African heritage even with the straight black hair, but her eye color was a rarity.  Not that she thought her eyes were particularly pretty.  They could have been if they had been a bit bigger or less almond shaped. Again, none of this mattered very much.  But it was funny that someone so other-worldly in appearance like Don would think she had anything like his.Evan, she could tell, had started laughing because she had.  “When Don takes a liking to someone,” he commented in his Midwestern drawl, “he thinks they look like him, talk like him, think like him...”“Hey, hey, hey,” Don interrupted, as he and Chona returned to their seats at the table.  “All good people are like me in some way.  Isn’t that right darlin’?” he asked Tashia in a surprisingly authentic-sounding Southern accent then winked at her.  She really liked this Don.  Chona and Evan, too.  “You have the most unique eye color.  How did you ever wind up with those jewels?”Tashia could not help but grin and gush.  Chona rested her head on the table and looked up at her.  “Your mom’s?” she queried.There it was again, that squeezing and releasing.  But she could not avoid the eyes on her this time.  Lips and entire face taut, she shook her head.  Chona sat up in her chair and placed her hand lightly on Tashia’s.  “I’m sorry.  Did I say something wrong?”Tashia looked at the warm-eyed woman and tears began to well.  “My...my parents died last year,” she whispered and could not miss the unvoiced collective gasp. Don breathed slowly through his teeth and covered his mouth with one hand.  He brought that hand down then placed it over his wife’s and they both gave hers a squeeze.  “We’re so sorry to hear that,” Evan echoed everyone’s thoughts.  Tashia wiped her eyes and Evan brought her a bottle of spring water.  The four of them sat there and she was able to relate the story in what was probably less than 10 minutes.  It was so strange that something that had totally changed her life could be explained in so little time.Her parents had gone away for their 30th wedding anniversary.  It was their first vacation in ten years.  Her mother never wanted to go.  Too much trouble with the multiple sclerosis exacerbations, the wheelchair, and on and on.  But she had been so excited this time.  Tashia’s godmother, Aunt Gladys, had come over to stay with her.  On their way home from the airport, two of the tires blew.  She never saw them again.Tashia and her parents had moved from the Baltimore area to North Carolina three years earlier.  She stayed there after her parents’ death. That is where Aunt Gladys lived.  Everything had changed with one phone call announcement.  And now here she was with strangers, a survivor of a senior-year high school prank.  She had felt so welcome and knew she was among these three. But the conversation brought on such an extreme of solitude.  The same extreme that came upon her at the least predictable moments.  The solitude she did not know if she would ever be able to shake.No signal.  Don’s satellite phone would not connect with Aunt Gladys’.  Evan had gone out to call her but came back with the news that the phone was disconnected.  This was no surprise to Tashia.  Her godmother had a great knack for not being able to keep up with her bills. Oh how she missed that sweet Jamaican woman.  It seemed as if it had been so long since she had last seen her, and she knew she must be worried like crazy.The only other option for her was social media.  Not e-mail.  Social media.  Don led Tashia out to their tiny deck.  The settling day was overcast but the light initially blinded her.  It took a good three minutes for her eyes to adjust even though evening was beginning to descend.  She convalesced in a lounge chair while he sat next to her in one that was straight-back.  Tashia could not imagine how his laptop would function, but he was able to get online.  And on to the social media page.But Aunt Gladys was not there.  How strange.  But then again, maybe it was not.  The last thing she had heard, the man she had unfortunately gotten mixed up with had a wife.  Aunt G. had not known that.  The man was still harassing her, as was the wife.  Poor Aunt Gladys.  She could never seem to pick a good man.Evan joined them and pulled up a chair.  Aunt Kyana and Uncle David were next.  Just a generic voice mail with no answer at their home.  She left no message.  Tashia could not remember their other numbers.  They had not given Ebony, their fourteen-year-old daughter and her favorite cousin, a cell phone.  Don looked up Dr. David Mitchell, DDS.  She recognized no number but they called them all.  They came up empty.  Same with Uncle Micah and Aunt Olivia.  With each lack of communication, an inexplicable anxious tension grew in Tashia until she realized that her shoulders must have been creeping up gradually once they had almost reached her ears.“It’s okay,” Evan assured. “Someone will have to answer some time.”Then it came to her.  Her cousin, Stephen.  Uncle Micah and Aunt Olivia’s oldest son.  His number suddenly came back to her and she speedily dialed the digits.“Hello?” a male answered after one ring.“Stephen!  I’m so glad to talk to you.  It’s Tashia.  Sor—”“I’m sorry. You must have the wrong number.”Tashia frowned then looked at the phone before putting it back to her ear.  It wasn’t Stephen’s voice.  She rattled off the number.  Yes, correct but wrong person.“I—I...”  She clicked off without saying more.  Don rubbed his hand over his hair and the confused uneasiness of both was palpable.  Tashia panted slightly.  Evan’s lips were hugging each other so tightly that she could see neither.  That worried look had returned to his eye.  They were both just looking at her.  These people thought she was crazy.She really did have two uncles and aunts on her mother’s side.  Aunt Gladys was her godmother.  Her parents had been killed in a horrendous car accident.  Her name was Tashia Burroughs.  She wouldn’t make all of that up nor could she.  She looked anxiously from one to the other.Evan chuckled nervously and finally spoke. “You don’t think everyone could have moved without you knowing it, do you?”  It was clearly just an earnest yet poor attempt at a joke but she had to know where everyone was.She reached for Don’s phone with no word and he complied.  “I’m going to leave a message this time.” Uncle David or Aunt Kyana would call her as soon as they heard her voice.  “Something’s wrong with your phone,” she said offhandedly, as she began to dial.Don reached for it, but she just showed it to him before continuing making the call by slowly punching digit by digit to ensure she did not misdial.  That is what probably had occurred the first time.  The rings started.  Don asked her what the problem was.  Second ring.  “The date is wrong.” Tashia did not know why she brought it up.  It was not so important.“You were...” She had lifted her hand.“Hello, Uncle David? Aunt Kyana?  This is Tashia.  Please call me back as soon as you can.  The number...” Don told her and she left it for them.She handed him back his phone then smiled slightly.  Still, the tightness in her chest would not be relieved until she heard back from her family.  Same generic message.  Not the one she had become accustomed to during the years.“The date is correct,” Don remarked more to himself than her but then looked at her with a light-hearted smile. “Remember, you were out for a little bit.  Not long but—” “No, the year is wrong.”  Tashia began biting her nails.  It was already dark.  If they were out, they should be home soon and maybe they could even pick her up that night.Evan returned.  She hadn’t even realized he had left on a conscious level but then vaguely sensed that he and Don had been talking about something.  He put a newspaper before her.  What a good idea!  Maybe something about her was in the news.  Then they would know she wasn’t crazy.  Evan pointed.  Her vision was crystal clear then it blurred, as she gripped her seat.  She stared at Evan, her focus sharpening.  What type of game...? Evan was playing no game.  It was obvious.  She didn’t know him but she knew.Tashia’s mouth remained open but the words got trapped in her suddenly arid throat.  She looked into Don’s sweet concerned visage.  “Tashia,” he whispered and took her hand, “what’s wrong Little Lady?”She shook her head slightly and let out a pained gasp.  This made no sense. The high school drive up north had occurred nine years earlier.  Tashia was not a nearly seventeen-year-old girl.  She was a twenty-five-year-old woman.“How can Chona sleep with all of that racket?” she queried.  The creaking of the bed in the other room was relentless.  Tashia sat with feet tucked under her next to Evan on the couch where he had slept since her arrival the night before.  She’d heard the couple in what seemed to be deep but whispered conversation the last couple of hours before they probably decided to call it a night. Don’s tossing and turning did not irritate her but she was sure it would had she been the one next to him.“I think he’s just worried about you.”  Tashia felt a dim pang in her heart.  That really touched her, but she certainly did not want him losing any sleep over her.  “I’m worried about you, too.”They didn’t know how to help her.  Chona and Dan were leaving for the Philippines at the end of the week.  The two men had both sat with Tashia for some time and tried to convince her to let them bring her to the police department.  Or they’d do a search for different family members. They’d pay for the search.  “You can probably find anyone these days,” Evan had pleaded but Tashia shook her head adamantly.  Her mind was too frazzled to consent to anything.  In fact, it felt like it had been scrambled yet she continued to speak as if she had not been abruptly catapulted into a surreal existence.  She heard her words and it was as if someone else were saying them.  She felt herself move but even her body didn’t feel the same. This was a dream.  She was walking around in a dream.  If the dream was real, then she had wound up in a waterway that she would not have decided to challenge even with her abilities.  Someone put her there...maybe.  “And Chona has slept through more than one earthquake.”  Vaguely, she had processed Evan’s comment and knew it would have captured her attention at any other time.  But this was no ordinary time.  She was twenty-five years old!  Where were the years?  What had happened to her?!  Why did the reflection in their mirror look so slightly changed?  But it was changed.  She was not the girl who had gone out that Friday night.  Tashia grasped her head in her hands.  “Why don’t you lie down?” Evan offered.  She did right there with her head resting against a large cushion and her body huddled in a ball.  She shivered and he placed a thick blanket over her.  “Evan,” she whispered, “do you think I’m crazy?”He stared at her for a few moments with much sympathy then shook his head.  “No,” he asserted, “definitely not.  Not crazy.  Just lost.”Tashia closed her eyes and kept the tears trapped behind the lids.  After a few minutes, she opened them.  He was no longer seated next to her.  She had assumed he would have returned to the bed she had unconsciously borrowed from him, but there he was in the tiny love seat across from her wrapped tightly in a blanket.  Completely knocked out probably in his own dreamland.  A shudder went through her.  His words were so true.  Yes, she was lost.  So very lost.Chapter IIShortly before 8:00 a few nights later, Don drove their suburban with Chona as the front seat passenger and Tashia and Evan in the back.  There was absolute silence in the SUV with the exception of the hum of the engine and the passing of the few other vehicles on the brightly lit Washington, D.C. streets.  The ride was too long and too short all at once.  Too long because Tashia held a secret fear that someone might spot her.  Even while she remained safe in the houseboat, into her heart would suddenly crowd in the dreading sense that someone who meant her great harm lurked in wait a short distance from her.  Their dark, shapeless images would rush into her mind or she would be oppressed with their vaguely perceivable presences.  Tashia shuddered and drew closer to the corner as the shadows held by streetlights fell upon Don’s car.  He slowed and pulled up to Evan’s ’96 smoke-grey Accord that sat in the unmetered parking space the latter had found a good 30-minute walk to their houseboat the day Tashia had revived. The unexpected chill of the late August night went through their back seat passenger.  Too short.  She glanced in front at their chauffeur and his lovely wife.  In not that many minutes she would be leaving them.  That tension crept into her heart again.  Oddly, in the three days and nights she had spent with them and with Evan, they had become surrogate family to her.  She could not have been clearer on their concern for her.  But the matter of not knowing and being too frightened to discover where her real family was gave her much misgiving.  At least she would still have Evan, yet when she entered that car with him, it was as if she would be turning her back on the life that she had known years before and to which she was not sure if she would return.  The three of them had stopped trying to convince her to investigate her past. Their arguments were useless.  Although Tashia recalled nothing, something in her knew with an undeniable certainty that there was something...or someone she had to escape.  It was not safe to remain in the place she had once found most secure.  Indianapolis should give a sure enough distance until either her memory returned or she figured out what to do.Evan told Tashia to stay in their friends’ car while he warmed up his.  She noticed how he ran his hand over the roof of the Honda and patted it before unlocking the door and sliding into the driver’s seat.  When she turned around, there was Don with the back door open.  She slid over quickly upon his request.  The warmth of his tight embrace is one she thought she would never forget.  He got out and offered his hand.  She quickly scanned the street.  There was no one there except Chona.  Chona.  Standing there with tears in her eyes.  The two women embraced in silence then Don led Tashia around to the front passenger seat of Evan’s car.Prior to shutting the door, he squatted down outside of it and that absolutely beautiful smile encapsulated his face.  He held both her hands in his.  “Now you remember that there is no distance that will separate friends.  If you need anything at all from us, Little Lady, you let us know.  You’re in the best hands now.  Evan and his family...” He shook his head with emphasis.  “You won’t find better people in the world than them.”  He squeezed her small, plump hands.  “But you let us know if you need us, too.”  He gave her a kiss on the cheek, shut the door, and hurriedly made it to his vehicle.  Before she knew it, Don and Chona were out of her sight, on their way to drop off their car at a friend’s house, and on their way to their flight out of the country.  Somehow she felt she was going farther away than they were and that sense of solitude settled deep within again.  But then she kept looking at Evan, as he drove them through the streets of Georgetown, onto the bridge, and away. She had spent more time with him than anyone.  This man’s love for God and for others exuded from his very being.  His sweet compassion gave her comfort when the fears began to drown her sensibilities.  She would be all right as long as this brother in Christ and his family were willing to take her in.  Until she could figure out what had happened to her and how to return to her life. Ten and a half hours.  Ten and a half long hours in Evan’s Honda with every question Tashia could imagine entering her mind.‘Will I ever see my family again?’‘Will these people accept me?’‘Am I crazy?!  How can I be leaving the home I’ve known to go with strangers?’‘Why can’t I remember anything?!’‘Evan is so sweet.  Is his family really as wonderful as he is, as he describes them to be? Will they reject me or send me back?’‘How can I really...I can’t really be twenty-five.  Is this reality or am I living a dream?’No question was new. One would think that the ruminations that Tashia could not control the last days would cease in the midst of the frequent conversations she and Evan had during the trip, when they stopped to eat, and when they got out to just stretch their legs.  And in truth, the constant questions with the stress-filled anxiety would calm from time to time.  It was just that they would rush back into her mind like a flood without notice.But it was also simply so nice being with Evan.  She loved hearing more stories of the high jinks he and Don pulled on their fellow classmates their freshman year in college.  Evan did not return sophomore year.  His mother was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease at only 46 years old and everything changed.  Everything except his relationship with Don.  They remained very good friends.  They talked about just about everything, including Don’s confusion about Evan’s relationship with Jesus but he sensed that God would someday open his eyes, mind, and heart to understand.Evan didn’t delve too much into how his mother’s condition affected him and Tashia didn’t try to scrape beneath the surface.  She sensed a peaceful acceptance but knew there must still be pain even after eight years.  Pain for him, for his father, and for his sister, Kara.  No one actually knew what it was that his mother felt.  He spoke openly about the impact to his father.Tashia was supposed to be staying with Kara, but there was only one problem.  Kara had yet to be informed.  Shortly after it was decided that Tashia would go back to Indianapolis with Evan, he told her that his sister would take her in, so she naturally assumed they had discussed this.  It was about 4:40 a.m. and much more than half-way into their journey when they pulled into a rest stop and he dialed his sister.  “Hey, Kara, sorry to call so early but wanted to catch you before you went to work. Give me a call back.”An hour later.  No call.  Speed dial.  “Kara, in the shower yet or are you working later today?  Should get in about 7 but want to talk to you first.  Call me.”Approaching 6:00, Tashia began pulling on her fingers one by one with the tension rising in her chest.  The question of how she could stay with a complete stranger repeated in her mind like the incessant ticking of an unrepaired clock.  She had done so that very week, she reasoned.  But she had been thrown into that situation.  She was choosing it this time.“So you’re sure your sister is really good with me staying with her?”Evan cleared his throat.  “She should be fine,” he responded quickly.Tashia frowned. “ ‘Should be’?  What did she say when you told her about me?”Evan glanced at her then grinned sheepishly before returning his eyes to the road.  “Well, here’s the thing.  She doesn’t actually know you exist.”Tashia froze.  He didn’t return her stare but kept his eyes glued forward.“Evan,” she finally gasped.He did look at her for a few moments then and sigh.  “I’m sorry Tashia.  Kara will be fine with you being there,” he assured with a nod.  “It’s just you can’t give her time to think about things like this.” Tashia frowned again which he might have perceived because he quickly continued his explanation.  “Just have to know Kara and I really know my sister.  A real sweetheart...kinda like you...and it’ll be fine.  Everything will be fine.”  Flattery would take him far but Tashia really, really hoped he was right.  Oh boy.  Intruding on a person she did not even know no less than to ask to stay in her house!  This was not good at all.  Maybe she didn’t know Evan as well as she had thought.  But hopefully he was right about his sister.“Kara, she has no place else to go.  You gotta help her!”“No, you gotta be out of your mind.  I can’t believe you, Evan.  Pulled in by a girl in need again.”Tashia stood in Evan’s sister’s living room, right outside of her bedroom door and listened to them argue, as she returned to nervously fidgeting with her fingers.  She did not feel welcome enough to sit, and there was not any room for her to do so anyway with all the books on the couch and floor.  From what she had viewed thus far, the living room was the largest part of the house, and she could barely fit in there.Oh no, this was really not good at all.  That long trip for nothing.  She did not know where Aunt Gladys was or any of the rest of her family for that matter.  A thought flitted through her mind that her father’s family lived relatively not too far away in Michigan.  But she knew none of them.  They were as much strangers to her as this Kara.  And their lack of welcome might be even more pronounced.  “Such a low blow,” Evan grumbled, his voice heated.  “And it’s not true.”“I’m sorry,” she apologized with softened tone.  “You know how I felt about Deana.”“Your feelings were unnecessary then, too.  Look.  I promised this girl I would help her.”“You promised,” she snorted.  “I didn’t.  How come you have to get me involved in this?”“Where else could I go?  You’re my big sister,” he expressed with a pleading whine.  Maybe his tactic would pull on his sister’s heart strings.  Hopefully.“I’m only a year older than you, Evan,” Kara replied with no evident change in stance.  But then Tashia heard what she thought was a sigh from her and she held her breath.  “You’re such a softy.  Always taking in strays.”“You’re the one with the big heart.  C’mon.  Why wouldn’t you wanna help her?”“I know we should help those in need but really.  Evan,” she said gently, “how do you know she’s not running a scam?  Why didn’t you bring her to the police or the hospital if she can’t remember who she is?”“Because she didn’t wanna go.”Tashia heard no response for a few moments.  “Oh, yeah,” Kara finally responded as if all was now clear to her.  “That makes complete sense,” she continued with her voice dripping with sarcasm.  Tashia could just imagine her rolling her eyes.  “Evan, don’t be so dense!” she shouted her reprimand.  “She doesn’t want to go because she’s already in trouble or about to start some.”After she finally realized that Kara had no idea what was about to be sprung on her, Tashia kept asking Evan if he was sure this was going to be all right with his sister.  He lost no patience and repeatedly assured her she had no need to worry. Well, he misjudged that one by about a thousand.When Kara first opened the door of her home, Tashia noticed right away that Evan and his sister shared the same warm smile.  She looked so much like him except her shade was more coffee with cream and milk while his was more that of a Hershey’s kiss.  She also wore glasses, something he apparently did not do.  She saw that she was a pretty girl but not the type whose good looks would be noticed right away by most, similar to her brother.  Her hair was worn in one French braid that hung over her shoulder and landed at mid-torso.  “Evan, when I said let me know when you get home, I did not mean you had to make a house call.”  She did not have a drawl like he did.  She hugged him and then locked eyes with the girl standing behind him.  Evan, who was around 6’1” and 150 pounds, had been obscuring Tashia’s petite 5’3” frame but not so much that she had not gotten a decent look at his sister.  The shift in Kara’s demeanor was swift when she took note of the unexpected guest.Tashia felt a draft immediately when Evan’s sister invited them into the home, but the chill was from Kara, who quickly led her brother into the bedroom before shutting Tashia in with the highly disheveled living room.  It was apparent to Tashia that Kara kept quite a messy home, as she practically stumbled three times as they made it down the narrow hall past the small kitchen and into the living room.  She stood there thinking about the cold reception while she continued to listen to Evan’s defense of her.  “Did you see her?  That girl is petrified.  I’ve spent the last few days with her and—”“Or just a good actress,” she snorted again.“I can’t believe you’re being so cynical.”“I know I’m usually not, but I just don’t want my baby brother being hurt again,” she said with what Tashia imagined was authentic sibling concern.“Now, you’re the one forgetting my age.”“And what about her age?  How does she know she’s twenty-five if she does not remember anything since she was seventeen?”“She is twenty-five Kara,” Evan stated with certainty.  “She saw the date on a newspaper.  Wasn’t hard to do the math.” She laughed with a laugh of someone who thought the person with whom she was engaging in conversation had just fallen off of the hugest turnip truck.  Taking a deep breath before continuing, she confirmed that he did not really know her age and had come to the amazing conclusion that she was twenty-five simply because she had said she was.  “And,” she snickered, “you know she must be telling you the truth because you’ve known her for all of about sixty minutes at most.  Do I have it right?”  Tashia heard no response from Evan, and she imagined steam coming from his ears.  “I just want to make sure I understand you.  I mean, the logic you used is kind of beyond my grasp, so I’m trying to understand and absorb all of this.”“Know what?  I’ve had enough from you!” his voice exploded.  “Your attitude stinks awful!” he seethed.  “She told us all about her family and where every memory suddenly ends.”  She sighed loudly this time.  “Stop that!  We found her.  She could have drowned.  Someone was trying to hurt her.”  Kara apparently was not able or had no desire to hold in another sigh of exasperation.  “I don’t buy any of this for one minute.  She can’t even prove to you who she is.”  “She was in the water Kara,” he expressed with almost as much sarcasm as she had.  “It’s not like her i.d. was going to be floating next to her.”“I know that.  I’m not stupid.  And how is it that this little girl, who can’t be a day over 16, doesn’t just go home to her parents?”“Thanks Einstein.  No one ever thought of that.  If she could, she would.”“Evan, you are starting to make me angry with your sarcastic attitude.”“My...?”  He coughed out a laugh of incredulity.  “You have got to be kidding me, sister.  You’ve might have had it with me, but I’ve really had it with your nasty attitude!”  Evan paused. “Where is your compassion?  You are acting just like you did with Deana.  She is not Deana!” His voice shook when he yelled, “And you had no right to treat her the way you did either!”  Now he took a deep breath.  “Okay,” he said and brought his voice down to a normal volume.  “Sorry, Kara.  I shouldn’t have yelled at you.  I—”Tashia, who could take no more of this, with the shouting hurting her ears and the prolonged standing making her legs begin to ache, had knocked on the door.  Kara opened it and frowned at Tashia, who was shifting from side to side to regain the circulation in her legs.  “Listen.  I really don’t want to cause any trouble for you two,” she said as she looked directly at Kara.  “I don’t blame you for worrying about your brother.  You’re right.  Neither of you knows anything about me except for what I’ve said.  I don’t even know that much about myself.  I’m not sixteen.  I’m twenty-five.  I’d like to be able to just go back to my family, but I can’t find any of them.”Folding her arms across her chest, Kara asked, “You were eavesdropping on our conversation?”“No.  You two were talking really loud, and your place is small enough that I didn’t even have to try to hear y’all.”Kara’s eyes widened but then her scowl was replaced with a soft smile.  “Oh, boy,” she said, releasing the hold on her arms and shaking her head.  “What can I do?  You can stay here.  For now,” she stressed.  She looked at her brother and whispered, “I’m sorry Evan.”  He nodded at her with a sideways glance, and Tashia figured that he must have still been angry.  Somehow she got the impression, however, that he would soon get over it.  “Wow,” Tashia heard Evan’s sister saying, as she stood in the bathroom and finished adjusting Kara’s lengthy pajamas that she was wearing.  “She must really feel dirty.  She has been in there forever.”  Kara had offered Tashia something to eat.  When she told her she had made some homemade soup, Evan highly recommended soup from a can.  He told her his sister was definitely no gourmet chef and had been known to scorch pots by over boiling water.  Tashia, who was famished, gratefully accepted the offer for breakfast...well, kind of breakfast... but her need to rid herself of uncleanness after that long car ride was even more pressing.  She had been in the shower for an hour...literally.  When she finally emerged, the three of them enjoyed a no frills brand of chicken noodle soup together.  She missed Chona’s homemade meals, but she was grateful.  Maybe Kara would let her stay for a while but she certainly did not think there was any guarantee that she would.  She had to wonder where in the world Don and Chona were at that moment.When Tashia woke later that day, it was already two in the afternoon and it took several minutes for her to become oriented.  Finally, she stumbled out of bed and took another shower, this one brief.  Refreshed after bathing, she went in the kitchen and looked for something to eat.  There was a note from Kara on the counter.  She had gone to work but would be home around 7.  Tashia should make herself comfortable.  Tashia smirked, unsure of how to take the invitation.  While the three of them were eating their meal, Kara questioned her gently and talked pleasantly to her.  Still, she sensed that she was still on guard.  The signals were kind of mixed.  Kara’s note also mentioned that they could go clothes shopping later.  It would be nice to have some variety in her wardrobe, but she did not have any money.  At the moment, she was wearing a very loosely fitting dress Evan’s sister had laid out for her that she kept from tripping at her feet with a scarf she used as a belt.  Kara was at least 25 pounds lighter than she was but six inches taller.  Despite the height difference, Tashia had no idea how Kara could keep from doing anything but swimming in the outfit, especially if it was falling off of someone heavier than she was.  At least Tashia’s tiny feet fit in the shoes Chona had given her.  Kara had indicated where an extra set of keys were and left Evan’s number on the bottom of the note.  There was a P.S. “You can use the $40 to get something to eat if you get hungry.  There is a store up the street.”  Now Tashia was even more confused.  She cautioned herself not to get too hopeful.  “Oh, how sweet,” she couldn’t help but remark.  “She even drew a little map.”  Well, she could at least enjoy the hospitality for now. Tashia made herself an open-faced peanut butter and jelly sandwich with the one piece of bread left.  There was nothing else in that house except that strange smelling homemade soup, water, and a few drops of milk.  “This girl must be on a starvation diet.”  Evan was off from work that day, so she decided to give him a call before taking her necessary trip to the market.  “Yes, I’m feeling much better, but I must have been dog tired.  Whew!  I’m just now starting to wake up, and it’s going on 3.  Has your day off been good?”“Yeah.  Caught up on some sleep too but not as much as you.”  He had some errands to run but he planned to get over there by the time Kara got home.  They would take Tashia clothes shopping after that.“But, Evan,” she explained, “I don’t have any money.”  It would seem he would know that, especially after his comment to Kara about her not having a wallet.“Oh, don’t worry about it.  We’re taking care of you until you can take care of yourself.”Tashia shook her head, as she wondered how the two of them could be so kind to her, someone they knew not at all.  But then she realized that the sentiment of taking care of her could have just been his.  Kara might or might not get acclimated to the thought.  “Y’all are so sweet, but I can’t let you do that.”  He chuckled.  “What’s so funny?”“ ‘Y’all’.”“Oh, y’a— you all don’t say that down here.  Everybody in North Carolina doesn’t, you know,” she defended but with a smile.  “It’s just a habit I picked up.  I don’t say it all the time either.”“No, I like it.  It’s...it’s real cute.  Anyways—”“ ‘Anyways’?” she countered.“Okay.  That’s my own original saying.”“Oh, sure,” she laughed.He joined in the laughter and insisted that it was.  He told her not to worry about the money.  Kara was going to see if she could help Tashia get a job at the mall, and she could pay them back with the money she would earn.“A job?!  That would be great!  I’ll pay you back with my first paycheck.”  He chuckled again.  “What?”“I was only kidding.  We don’t want you to pay us back.”“Oh, but Evan,” she insisted, “I have to, especially after all you’ve done for me.”“No, you don’t.  We won’t take it.”“But Evan—”“No buts.  After all, you’d have done the same for us.”“No, I wouldn’t have,” she expressed as she shook her head.  “Not for you anyhow.”“...You wouldn’t?” he asked, voice tinged with a bit of dismay.“Of course not.  I don’t take in strange men.  I would have tried to get you to go to the police or something.”Evan confessed that he did not think of that, as it was different with women having to watch out for their safety in a way men did not.  Although, as Kara was clear on pointing out that morning, strange women could be dangerous too.  This, however, did not seem to be of nearly as much concern to him as something in her last statement.  “Tashia,” he sighed “I’ve been thinking, you know about the police and all.  Why won’t you let us take you there?  Maybe someone is looking for you.  I have a buddy—”“That’s what worries me.  I’m sorry.  I interrupted you.  That is a bad habit I’m trying to break.”  Well, it had been one she had been trying to break years prior.  She had no clue about what her tendencies were even a week earlier.“That’s all right.  If you’re scared that someone is after you, maybe the police can help.”And here he was bringing this up again.  Boy, the guy was persistent.  She couldn’t blame him though.  At least he cared.  She needed time to sort out things and come up with a plan.  Her real hope was that her memory would just return without having to get anyone else involved.  Evan expressed the same sentiment, but one thing puzzled him.  “What I keep wondering is why the last nine years of your life are gone instead of maybe just the last month or your entire life.  Why the last nine?”“That is exactly what I’ve been wondering, too.”“This store is huge.”  A woman startled Tashia out of her thoughts when she asked her if she had said something to her.  Tashia shook her head rapidly and rushed off toward another area of Kroger’s supermarket.  She looked around quickly.  There it was again.  That thumping of her heart, as it had when she first left Kara’s house, with an impending sense of danger as the massiveness of the outdoors seemed to be swallowing her.  Tashia had stood in Kara’s driveway as if glued to the surface with her knees literally knocking together.  Without four walls to protect her, she felt utterly vulnerable as if anyone could grab her at any moment.  Still, she carried on and made it to the store with much haste.  “I need to just get the stuff I came here for and haul it out of here.”  Tashia saw a little boy and his mother looking at her oddly and realized she had been thinking out loud again.  She forced herself to stop.  That was another habit of hers –or at least it had been—but she figured this was not the time or place to be displaying it.Tashia practically raced down the aisles, hurriedly throwing the items she needed into the cart.  She felt as if everyone was watching her, and, even though she realized it might just be paranoia on her part, they had good reason if they were.  She looked weird enough in Kara’s outfit.  More than that, she was fully aware she was acting very strangely, but she could not help it.  Her throat was closing up, and it seemed as if this coliseum of a market was closing in on her.  Her eye caught sight of someone, and she quickly diverted her visual attention away from him.  Still her mind raced.  She thought she had seen him in the last aisle and feared that he was following her.  ‘Don’t be silly Tashia,’ she chided herself.  ‘He just needed something in this aisle, too.’  Not having convinced herself in the least, she forced herself to slow her pace to a leisurely walk four aisles over to see if he would go there too.  Tashia took a deep breath when she saw that he did not.  She looked up at the sign above the aisle and realized that there was nothing in it that she needed.  Scanning the listing on the cart, she saw the tortilla shells were in an area she had already passed.  It was a little easier to walk slowly now.  She smiled to herself and took some cooling breaths.  She really was being silly.  She had let her anxiety overcome her rationality.  After all, everyone in the store would not be coming after her.  ‘How ridiculous, Tashia.’  “Oh, here are the tortillas.”  She reached down for them, but so did he.  His hand was on hers but only momentarily before she jerked hers away.  Tashia looked up at the giant of a man.  He looked as if he were about seven feet tall and 300 pounds of muscle.  He was the one who had been in the other aisles with her.  His skin including his scalp was pale white—maybe albino—with a contrast of dark grey, brooding eyes under thick almost furry grey eyebrows.  Tashia dropped the bag.  He picked it up for her and put it in her cart.  She thought she heard him saying she had dropped her tortillas as he was placing them in the shopping cart, but she could not respond.  Instead, she just made a swift U-turn and charged through the store toward the shortest line.  The people were a blur, and it seemed as if they were rushing in on her.  Tashia breathed rapidly, but she could hardly catch her breath.  The cashier asked her if she was all right, but Tashia just paid her the money, grabbed the change, and fled out of the store with her two grocery bags.  She ran all the way home and did not look back once, too afraid that if she did, she’d find someone behind her.  When Tashia got behind Kara’s locked door, she ran to the back room, locked it, and sat on the bed with her knees clutched to her chest while she shivered for a good ten minutes, as rivers of sweat poured down her face.  She finally forced herself to get up and go into the kitchen, so she could do something with the food.  But first, she shut every set of blinds and every curtain in the house.  As she was about to wash her face then her hands before seeing if she would be able to cook in her present state of mind, she thought she heard something outside of the front door.  Tashia grabbed a chair out of the cluttered living room and jammed it under the doorknob.  ‘Okay,’ she told herself.  ‘Be very quiet.  You don’t want anyone to know you’re in here.’  This was madness on her part.  She was all the way in Indianapolis.  No one knew where she was.  But her heart ramming into her ribs spoke otherwise.  She turned on no television.  She turned on no radio.  She banged not one pot.  She worked in silence and prayed that no one would break it.“This is so delicious.  Thank you so much for cooking.”Kara glared at her boyfriend and Evan’s fellow construction worker, Darin, as the four of them sat around the card table in the kitchen.  “What are you trying to say?”“I’m just saying it’s very good and it was very nice of her to cook.  This is not a comparison sweetie,” he said with a gentle smile.  Kara laughed but stopped when her brother said, “Yes, it is.  This girl can cook any time she wants.  Can I have some more of...?  What did you say this was again?”  Tashia told him it was curry chicken roti.  Her godmother was Jamaican and had taught her how to cook all kinds of native dishes.  “That’s right.  Roti.  Gotta love that roti.  Better fill up on it just in case you leave out of here soon and we have to endure more of Kara’s attempts at cheffery.”Darin tried to suppress a smirk.  When he came over, Kara explained why she was there.  She did not show the least bit of surprise when he just walked over to Tashia, told her he was so sorry she was in that situation, and said he was very pleased to meet her.  With his sincere look, Tashia could tell he was not just being cordial.  She felt that he meant what he said...and she was very relieved by his warm reception. “Kara, your heart is in your cooking.  I love your heart, so I love your cooking,” he offered and kissed her hand.  Oh what a sweet man.  It did not seem as if Kara’s feelings were hurt.  In fact, when she was not trying to look upset, she was laughing right along with Evan.  Even she made jokes about how she kept trying to make different meals for them to taste but hoped she did not land them in the emergency room one day.  Still, it seemed Darin wanted to encourage her, and Tashia could tell from the broad smile on Kara’s face that he did.  “I can’t believe they hired me like that.  They didn’t even ask for references.”“Kara has been working in that store since high school.  She’s enough reference for them.”Tashia and Evan were sitting on the swing on Kara’s front porch, a welcome gentle breeze flowing.  It seemed as if they were the only two out that night with a vast black sky illuminated by an array of stars, acres of land surrounding the very tiny home, and the other small homes in the neighborhood nearly obscured by mountainous trees that served as boundaries between properties.  After dinner, the four of them had gone to Circle Centre Mall.  Evan gladly drove.  Tashia noticed how he rubbed his hand over his newly glistened Honda and patted the steering wheel.  He did the same thing each time they got into the car.  Darin and Kara must have been used to this, but when she brought it back to their attention, Kara joked, “He treats her car as good as his women, but at least she knows how to act.”  Evan smiled, but his eyes shifted with unease.  Tashia wondered at this and guessed that the comment might have brought back unpleasant memories.Kara introduced Tashia to her boss at Ostmore’s Jewelers, and she was to start the very next morning.  Kara was one of the top people in jewelry sales not only at that store but also in the region.  Tashia could not care less about working up to anything like that.  She was just happy to have a job.  It would be so convenient, too, because they would work the same hours, and Kara would do her training.  They bought her some clothes...a lot of clothes and then they came home.  Kara and Darin were in the kitchen discussing something that sounded very private, so the other two went outside.  The kitchen was the central part of the house, and one could pretty much hear everything said in there from any room unless the parties speaking whispered.  That is just what Kara and Darin were doing, so Evan suggested they give them some time alone.This, Tashia was glad to do.  It was so pleasant sitting next to Evan on the little porch.  She recalled hardly anyone she felt such comfort with and in such a brief time.  Kara was another story.  It was not that she was ill at ease with her.  After the initial tundra greeting, she had been very pleasant with her.  It was just that Tashia had to wonder if her suspicions remained.  To this, Evan had no response because he did not know.  He assured, however, that she would have a change of heart.  Evan had not done so well with his first guess, so she could only hope he was right this time.  Well, actually he did say she would let her stay and she had...so far.The two had gone from subject to subject.  After their long trip, it would have been no surprise if they had nothing to do but look into the starlit late August night, but that was not the case at all.  Much of their conversation had to do with Don and Chona, two people Tashia was certain would always be extremely special to her.  After they had exhausted talk about them, however, there was something she had to know.“Are Darin and your sister planning on getting married?” Tashia asked, grinning, as she turned toward him, leg tucked under her thigh.  She leaned with her head against her hand as her arm rested on the back of the swing and relished the feel of the cool night breeze across her skin.“I know they will someday, but he has been asking her from almost the time they started hanging out together five years ago.”“Really?  So much time?  And she’s said no?”“She says not yet.  She’s just scared after first watching my parents and now even more after watching me.”“You?”Evan nodded.  “I was married.”Tashia’s eyes widened.  “You were?”  Evan was only a couple of years older than Tashia.  It seemed to her that someone so young might have just been getting married or at least would not have had time for his marriage to end.  She figured the woman must have been the one who wanted the divorce because he seemed like the type to fight for the marriage with everything he had.  “Was that the Deana you two were talking about?” she asked.“Yes, it was.  Kara didn’t like her very much.  Deana was Darin’s sister.  He introduced us to her a little bit after Darin and Kara met.  She was very, very pretty, and Kara thinks it blew my mind someone like her would take the time of day for me.  It isn’t that she doesn’t think I’m worth it.  My sister thinks I was too good for Deana, but she only knew one side of her.”“What side was that?”Evan explained to her how Deana landed a job as a computer programmer with a major company right out of college.  She was very ambitious and quickly climbed the career ladder.  He rubbed his chin then shook his head.  “Total opposites.  I just want to be able to provide for my wife and kids.  Simple life is fine with me as long as we’re happy.  We don’t need a lot of money, but Deana would be on me for just being a construction worker.”Tashia frowned.  She got the sense that she might not have liked this Deana person either.  “Isn’t that what her brother was?”“Yeah, and his family was on him for that, too.  With everything that has happened, they’re not so much anymore.  Anyways... Anyway, Kara and Deana just didn’t get along.”  Tashia asked if that had bothered Darin.Evan surmised that Darin viewed things differently than most people.  Kara did not advertise to him that she did not like his sister, but he knew she didn’t.  Darin seemed to empathize with Kara because he understood why she would feel as she did and realized that she just was unable to see the things that were special about Deana.  He could deal with this level of dislike as long as she did not badmouth her to him, and she never did.  “I couldn’t take it though, and let me tell you she had a-plenty to say about her to me.  She would try to hold her tongue, but she couldn’t always do that.  Just didn’t see that Deana could be very warm.  She could be real sweet with me.”  Evan paused and looked into the night as he shook his head slowly.  He continued with a whisper, “A husband and wife share things other people just can’t understand because they’re not in that relationship.”“You sound like you still love her.”He returned his gaze to Tashia and her throat constricted with the sudden lump in her throat at the sight of tears in his eyes.  “I do.”“So...,” she ventured, “so what happened?  Why aren’t you still together?”“Oh...,” he muttered.  “Deana...well, she... she died.”Tashia moaned and covered her partially open mouth with her hand.  “Oh, Evan.  I am so sorry.  What happened?  How old was she?”“My age.  She died suddenly,” he said, voice barely audible.  He cleared his throat and blinked a few times.  He explained that she had a brain tumor, but he had no real warning that anything that terrible was wrong with her.  She had complained of her head hurting and her vision being kind of blurry a couple of times at work.  She also talked about being dizzy with a couple of co-workers, but none of them had informed him.  She never made mention of these things to him.  “We were only married two years.  I know it doesn’t work for most people, but I’m just glad we got married after only knowing each other for a month.”  Tashia was going to ask more about that, but he continued, “She suddenly got nauseous and dizzy one night.  Said she had the worst headache ever.”  Evan had rushed her to the emergency room, but it was too late.  “She had a massive stroke on the operating table.”  He just stared straight into the night again and became very still.  Tashia felt the discomfort in her chest of having no idea know what to say, how to ease the moment.  Finally, he added, “That is one reason why Kara is so scared of getting married.”“Because her husband might die?”“Yeah.  You can quote all the scriptures to her about worry.  She can quote them herself, but she hasn’t been able to overcome it yet.  God will help her though.  She loves Darin very much, and she has never said no.  Just not yet.  He’ll keep hanging in there, and she’ll eventually say yes.  The thing with my parents just makes it even harder though.”Tashia hesitated, at first unsure if she should ask, but curiosity got the best of her.  “You told me how your mom’s...how her Alzheimer’s has affected your dad, but how about you and Kara?”Tashia already knew their father had kept their mother at home for as long as he could, but he eventually had to bring her to a “place” where they could take better care of her.  Evan’s face had kind of contorted when he used the term, which she picked up he must have preferred to the word facility.When he didn’t answer, she gently pressed, “Do you ever see her?”Evan turned toward her and smiled slightly with an accepting sadness in his eyes.  “We used to go every week when we were kids.”  Tashia frowned.  “I mean when we were still in the house about seven, eight years ago.  My father has gone every single day since the day he brought her there.  Kara couldn’t take being in that place, so she stopped going as soon as she felt she was old enough for my father to no longer have any say in it.  Was an adult but, you know, you still feel like a kid with your parents.  Anyways, for a while I didn’t go that often either, but I try to go with my father once a week now.”  Evan used to get so angry with his sister for staying away, but she finally explained to him that their mother leaving affected her differently than it had him.  It hurt Evan to see her that way, but he liked seeing her with their father.  He seemed most alive when he was with her, and, when she could remember who he was, she was very happy.  “Kara and Mom, on the other hand, did everything together.  When she started having trouble, Kara still went out of her way to include her.  Never was ashamed of her,” he said, shaking his head decisively.  Kara had made sure their mother was at every event she was a part of unless their father said she would not be able to handle it.  “Even if Mom said or did something embarrassing, Kara just wasn’t ashamed.  I was.  I’m sorry I was, but I was.  Her heart completely broke when Mom had to go away.  She gets so worked up before she has a visit with her.  “Boy,” he said then presented a broad smile her way, “I’ve really talked your ear off.  If you hadn’t noticed by now, I can talk a lot.  Can and will unless you stop me.”Tashia smiled back at him.  She did not think he talked very much.  Besides, she was glad to converse with him.  “It’s helping me to get to know you.”“I’d really like to get to know you, too.”“So would I.”  Evan frowned in apparent confusion but then he smiled again then laughed a bit.  “I’d like to get to know the adult me,” she confirmed for him.“You will,” he offered assuredly and Tashia soaked in the sentiment, his words doing something to encourage her.  “Evan, it’s just...”  He looked at her attentively.  “It’s all just so weird...and scary.”  She just could not understand how she could not remember such a large chunk of her life.  “I’m scared...and lost.  It’s like...”  Her voice trailed off, as she tried to capture the words that she had been trying to find since she discovered her true age.“Like you’ve been robbed?”“Yes!  That’s exactly it.”  So many years.  Nearly seventeen then suddenly twenty-five. And here she was sitting with him just as if life were normal.  But it wasn’t.  Tashia did not know if it ever could be again.He took her hand and gave it a few quick squeezes.  “We’re going to keep praying Tashia.”  She took in a deep smooth breath but it came out shaken.  “Please don’t forget that God knew this would happen and He’s in control.”She had not forgotten but hearing it helped more than he could ever know.Just like he had with the subject of his mother, she decided to get off of this one.  For once, though, no new subject came to her mind.  He soon filled the air with small but interesting talk then Darin walked out shortly thereafter.“Hey, can I catch a ride home?”“Sure.”  He had come over with Evan, but Kara had planned on driving him home.  Darin said he had just told her to go to bed because she looked dead on her feet.They said good night to Tashia and waited until she locked the door behind herself before walking to the car.  Tashia watched them from the window as Evan let Darin in, rubbed his hand over the top of the car, and slid into his seat.  With sudden emotion welling up in her, she bolted out of the house and down the steps to him.  Evan got out of the car and looked at her anxiously.  “What is it?”  She unabashedly threw her arms around him and clung onto him.  At first she felt foolish because he did not return the embrace, but when he did she wrapped her chubby arms around him even tighter.  “Tashia, are you all right?”  She nodded into his chest and finally let go.  She looked up at him with the biggest smile.  “I just think...you’re the greatest friend.  You’re like the big brother I never had.” Now, he grinned and told her she would have made a great little sister.“You know.  To even things out with that bossy older one of mine.”  She knew his talk about Kara was all in jest.  He was so wonderful, this man who had saved her.  He walked her back to the house.  She looked out the window and waved at them until they were no longer in her sight.When Tashia walked into the bedroom, Kara was dead to the world.  They were sharing the bed because Kara didn’t want her guest to have to sleep on the tiny non-pullout sofa with plastic slipcovers in the living room.  It was only a full sized bed, but Tashia was very grateful to have some place to rest her head.  It took her much time to fall asleep, however, as much of her night was spent thinking of what Evan had said.  God had let this happen for a reason.  She had to wonder how it would all turn outChapter IIIIt was only her first day, but Tashia was already enjoying the job.  Kara spent much of her time training her.  She told her she could ask questions as often and as repetitively as she needed.  Around 11:30, she had Tashia assist an engaged couple.  Tashia looked at her wide-eyed, but Kara told her she would be just fine.  Things did go very smoothly.  She even made a sale, but she handed them over to Kara once they were ready to discuss payment.  She would learn about that the next day and throughout the week.  A half an hour later, they went for lunch upstairs in the mall.  Kara had decided on a cheeseburger, fries, and soda while Tashia wondered how anything could compare to the string beans, brown rice, and sweet and sour chicken platter from the Chinese stand.  Sometime after she had finished her meal, Tashia noticed Kara looking at her.  “What is it?” she asked.Kara smiled at her.  “You just keep looking around.”“I know.  I’m just amazed at how huge this mall is.  You could get lost.”“I have.”  Tashia giggled at Kara’s remark.  “No,” Kara asserted, as she pushed up her glasses that were steadily slipping down the arch of her nose.  “Seriously, I have.  There is more than one parking lot.  I parked in one the afternoon of my interview and wound up in another one just forty-five minutes later.  It took me a while to figure out why my car wasn’t where I left it.”“That’s funny,” Tashia laughed.  “You must have thought someone had stolen it.”“Mmhm.”  She held up her hand until she finished swallowing.  “I really did.  Come on.  We need to get back.  I hope you’re enjoying the shop.”“I am.  Everyone seems so nice there.“Kara,” she bit her lip but then continued softly, “may I ask you one thing before we go?”  She nodded.  “Are you still as worried about me as you were yesterday?”Yesterday.  That seemed so long ago.Kara laughed.  “Oh girl please.  That was just an initial reaction.” Tashia wondered at the flush that came to Kara’s face, then she confessed, “I wouldn’t be surprised if you thought I was just a big dumb-dumb.”  When she took the time to analyze what Evan had told her about how they had come upon Tashia, she realized that it would have been a highly unlikely scam that would involve faked almost-drowning in a river where many had not survived.  “Of course, it’s possible,” she chuckled then sat pensively for a moment.  “Now, I’m worried for you. Not about you.”  She smiled warmly at her a minute.  What a pretty smile.  “Come on.  We really gotta get going.”  With that, they quickly made their way back to work.As she walked out of the back room behind the counter, Tashia glanced up at the shop’s porcelain clock.  It was 3:45, and they would be getting off in another fifteen minutes.  Kara was planning to come in the remainder of the week to finish training her even though she was not due in on Thursday or Saturday.  She came over to Tashia and told her to take the customer who had just come in while she tied up some things.  The store had been busy earlier in the day, but there had not been anyone in for the past couple of hours, so Tashia was glad to get a customer.  She walked toward the front and then froze at the sight of the man who stood in soldier-like stance at the entrance to the shop.  It was the giant from the supermarket.  He walked over to her and asked her to show him some watches.  Tashia’s heart hammered against her chest and no words came.  He just stared at her with those vacant, brooding eyes until she was finally able to ask, “What type of watch are you looking for, sir?”“A ladies watch,” he replied in monotone voice with no change to his blank facial expression.  “Gold with a few diamonds.”“Pretty simple but elegant?”  It seemed that he grunted out an affirmation.  “Why don’t we walk over here and see if any please you,” Tashia suggested.  She went over to the watch area.  Surely, her knees were going to buckle underneath her at any moment.  And what was that wet stuff on her forehead?  Oh, wonderful.  A swamp was accumulating around her hairline.  She dared not wipe the sweat and bring further attention to her state.Her unwired state.  Control her breaths.  She just had to keep herself under control, but her mind would not stop screaming repeatedly, ‘What is he doing here?!’  There was no way she could concentrate on what she was saying to him.  His face gave her no clue as to what level of clarity she was offering him, but his occasional nods signaled that he seemed to be following along.  She showed him several bands and then several more.  He wanted to see the first two again.  He finally decided on one of the many watches she had shown him, and she directed him to Kara for payment.  She handed Kara the timepiece and then slipped into the back.Tashia went to get her purse but then all went black.  Her breathing instantly became dull and irregular.  She reached out blindly and somehow managed to land in a chair.  Tashia plunged her head between her knees.  She began gasping for air until she had no choice but to force her respiratory rate to normalize lest she pass out.  But his image flashed into her mind and she began huffing uncontrollably.  She kept her head between her knees as she again tried to control her breathing.  Cold sweat poured down her face.  Tashia had been so hot when she was out in the showroom with that man, as if the lights were burning holes into her skin, but now she shivered violently in this dim back room.Someone touched her shoulder, and she let out a shrill shriek.  “I’m sorry!” came the person’s shaken response.  She breathed heavily with relief at the sight of Kara whose eyes were wide as saucers.  Tashia apologized for scaring her but only managed to produce weak tone to her voice.  The manager, who had been working out front, peeked in and asked if everything was all right.  Kara said yes and explained that she had just startled Tashia.  Once he left, Kara stooped down in front of her and placed her hand on her forehead.  “Are you sick?”“It was him,” Tashia panted in hurried, hushed voice.“Who?”  Now Kara was whispering.“The man from the supermarket.  That big man you had me wait on was in the supermarket yesterday.”“So?”“So, I don’t think it is just a coincidence he is here today.  I thought he was following me yesterday.”  Kara asked why she had not said anything to them.  “Because when I thought about it later, I thought I was just overreacting.”  Tashia stared into her new friend’s worried eyes.  “Do you think I’m overreacting now?”Kara shook her head.  “I don’t know.  If you think he’s following you, why don’t we go to the police?”  Tashia did not hesitate in saying no.  The thought of doing so made her bones shake.  His reappearance was all the confirmation she needed that he would do something dreadful to her if she were to do so.  Kara remarked while it was odd that Tashia had seen him two different places in two days, it could really be a coincidence.  “Besides,” she concluded, “Circle Centre is the place to be.”“That may be but this particular store?”  She realized they had a lot of customers almost all day, but she did not picture him the type to frequent a jewelry shop.“Why not?  He told me he was buying the watch for a special lady in his life.”“He talked to you?” Tashia gasped.“Yes,” Kara replied with a confused frown.  “Is that surprising?  You two seemed to be talking plenty, and I saw you smiling a few times.  I was thinking how good you are at making the customers feel comfortable.”“I was?... He was?”Kara’s frown sunk deeper as she peered at her strangely.  “Yes,” she said deliberately.  “You were both smiling.  Didn’t you notice?”  Tashia shook her head.  She had been just going through the motions with no map.  “Tashia, why are we whispering?”“I don’t...,” she stopped, realizing she still was, and then continued at a normal volume, “I don’t know.”Kara laughed slightly and suggested that they go home.  They got their things and left.  As they walked through the showroom, Tashia noticed there were a lot of customers again, but he was not there.  She wondered when he would be popping up again.  She shook her head.  Kara asked what was wrong.  Tashia sucked through her teeth, “Special lady, my foot.”The rest of the week was uneventful, just as Tashia preferred, and would have been going very well except for one startling thing.  She had no idea where her family was.  At first, she continued to make phone calls to try to reach them until she got one-by-one confirmation that a number no longer belonged to the one she was trying to contact, but she would go no further than that in her search.  Here she was in a state she had never visited with people who treated her as if they had known her for years, yet she was clueless of what had occurred in nearly the last decade of her life.  For all she knew, they knew just about as much about who she was presently as she did.  In time spent with them, she was beginning to learn more about them but little about herself.Evan, Kara, Darin, and Tashia had the nightly routine of sitting around the card table in the kitchen while they enjoyed the meal Tashia had made.  The term “relished” had actually been uttered by Evan one evening as a way to playfully antagonize his sister as he smacked his lips with delight after putting down a dinner of steamed broccoli, red potatoes, and tilapia.  The conversations on those nights and the glimpses into their history were just as good as the food.  Evan and Kara’s grandmother on their father’s side was of the Cherokee tribe and they had some very interesting stories of summers spent in the Cherokee Nation in Oklahoma.  Their recounting of their childhood, adolescent years, and adulthood was chock full of details, a sharp contrast to her recall of the last several years.  Darin was smack dab in the middle of nine children.  Of the eight remaining, all had “professional” careers, as his parents called them.  Darin had his own construction business.  They did not see the value in that but he loved them anyway he had remarked with a wide smile.  He did not seem fazed in the least that the rest of his family could not understand what he was working toward.  When asked by Tashia what that was, he expressed, “self-sufficiency.  I want to provide for Kara and our children.” To that comment, Kara’s entire face and even neck flushed.  He looked at her intently even though he kept speaking to Tashia, and Kara smiled shyly as she kept her gaze fixed on her plate.  Darin was very content with the career the Lord had given Him and desired to use it in the ways God led him to, so he could be a blessing to others, including his future bride.  He rubbed Kara’s hand and changed the subject which Tashia surmised was to lessen Kara’s discomfort.So they would sit and talk each evening.  The three would converse with Tashia as if she was their peer.  In truth, chronologically she was.  But in her mind, she had barely embarked on her last year of high school.  She had shared with them what she could about herself and her family history with plenty of detail until the picture suddenly blackened.Tashia was the only child of Bradley and Rachel Burroughs.  They were high school sweethearts.  They married at 18.  He went to Annapolis Naval Academy their first year but suddenly dropped out.  Still, he was away more than he was home during the first six years of their marriage when he enrolled in the Navy.  Her mother was very happy when his restless soul finally decided to stay put when he got reserve duty, but, from what Tashia had heard from them, the happiness was not long lasting.  They did not get along well back then.  Still, they were committed to each other.  Tashia’s dad came from a very religious and very hypocritical family.  His life was governed by rules until he could break free of them.  Rachel was part of his way of escape.  He loved her and her family deeply.  Her parents and siblings were Christians.  His upbringing was supposedly Christian but so distinct from what he saw in them.  Love.  Authentic loving relationship with God and with one another.  His family did not have nearly the same sentiment as he did and essentially disowned him when he became involved with Rachel.  They had his life planned out for him, and she was not included.  They absolutely disowned him when the two married.  Tashia knew her father’s side of the family was small, but nothing more about them.  She barely remembered the one visit from her grandmother and she never laid eyes on the rest of them.  Tashia’s grandparents on her mom’s side loved the Lord and had taught their children to know Him.  They came to not believe simply because their parents believed.  It was not just a matter of what for them but why.  Grandpop and Grandma Connie were very committed to their offspring having the rationale for their faith.  But as Grandpop would say, “The demons believe and shudder.”  There was so much more depth in their family than the factual knowledge.  As far back as Tashia could remember, it was evident to her that Grandpop, Grandma Connie, Uncle David, Aunt Kyana, Uncle Micah, and Aunt Olivia...each one of them had the deepest love for God combined with the knowledge.  They really knew Him.Her mother did not.  She knew the truth but she did not want it.  The truth could wait.In one of her rare personal sharing moments with Tashia months before she died, she confessed that when she was younger, she just wanted to have “fun”.  She could get serious about God later.  She wanted to sleep with her boyfriend with no pushback...although when his parents found out, it was “so long ex-son”.  She wanted to hang out with her friends.  Rachel was not a drinker or much of a partyer.  In fact, by the standards of many, she lived a pretty clean life.  But she knew what was inside.  And it wasn’t pretty.Nor was life with Bradley pretty.  He was decently moral.  They tried to live a good life together but they struggled.  The infertility for 16 long years did not help.  But then Tashia came along and things should have been better.  Not very long thereafter, Rachel got sick, and things got worse.  Almost as far back as Tashia could remember, her father was taking care of her mother, but it only became clear later in childhood when she saw the vibrant woman’s rapid decline that she understood why.  Her mother had multiple sclerosis.  Apparently, the disease was in remission for a few years, but it came back in debilitating fashion, so much so that her mom eventually had to be confined to a wheelchair.  The worst part was not the physical dimension.  It was how it impacted her mental state whereby she became very depressed.  She was relatively sweet with her child and sometimes with her husband, but the depression was always there.  It took a long time for Tashia to understand what her father had been saying all along.  It was a part of the illness...or at least a result of having the illness.  She felt as if she could do nothing to make her mother happy.  She and her father had long talks about this and so many other things.Their greatest talk was when Tashia was 10 and implored her father to give his life to Christ.  Uncle David and Aunt Kyana had shared what she later considered the best news with her many times informally and occasionally pointedly but it was something about Uncle Micah’s words one early Saturday that took the blinders off her mind and heart.  She did not think he said anything so different than they had.  It had to have just been the moment that God had prepared for her to understand.  Her father listened intently to her that day and many other days. But his blinders were still firmly in place.A couple of years later, however, he committed his life completely to Christ.  His wife was super-slow in coming along in Tashia’s mind.  It was not until her last year of life that she surrendered hers to Him.  There was a dramatic change in her.  Tashia would describe it as peace.  Neither her actions nor her words completely altered overnight but Tashia saw contentment in her mother that she had never viewed.  She was so overjoyed.  The two of them even began to share more heart-to-heart.  Still, it was her dad to whom she remained closest.  Tashia absolutely idolized her father.  He warned her against this.  “God told us to have no other gods beside Him, Shi Shi,” he had said to her.  “It is dishonoring to Him and can be heartbreaking for you.  He won’t let you down, but people can.”  She knew this.  She did not think she put him before God, but she loved him just as much as she loved God.  And there was so much to love.  He took tremendous care of her and her mother.  Even so, he had so much to handle that she had to do a lot of her own parenting.  He confided in her when she was fifteen years old that he felt so horrible putting so much responsibility on her, but he could not do it alone.  Rachel’s siblings helped as much as possible, but sometimes that was not even enough because they were not living in the same household.  It became especially hard when the Burroughs family moved to North Carolina, as the rest of the family still lived up in Baltimore.  Tashia never felt her father had any reason to apologize.  They were family and they were a team.  Tashia loved both of her parents very much.  She was grateful her mother was there to discuss girl things with her, but she found herself talking to her father more because her mother often did not have the emotional component to give.  Her father did, but he was not her mother.  There were some things, try as he certainly did, that he just could not understand.  Sometimes she felt so alone, but her bond with her father seemed to help her to make it through the hardest times.  She felt that if anything ever happened to him, she would just die.And she thought she would when she heard about the crash.  Her parents were driving home from the airport.  They had gone to St. Lucia for their 32nd wedding anniversary.  Aunt Gladys, her godmother, was staying with her.  She could not meet them at the airport because she could not drive, and Tashia only had her permit.  Therefore, her father had parked their wheelchair accessible van there where it remained until their return.  They made it to the airport, but they never made it back home.  The one positive thing that came out of the horrible event, as far as Tashia was concerned, was that she finally realized her father was right.  People could not always be there for her, but God was.  She had to make Him her strength because she would have died from heartbreak otherwise.Tashia had shared all of this with her new friends and it was healing in a sense.  But then she’d say something like, “I know it wasn’t his type of thing and it normally wouldn’t have been mine, but when my school had the Father-Daughter Dance last year, Uncle Micah travelled down to take me.”  It was not last year.  It was more than nine years earlier.  Every time she had a slip-up like that, she would whisper, “How can I be twenty-five?”  And then even with these kind people, she would suddenly feel so cold and so alone.  As if she were in the middle of an endless, gigantic empty space unable to touch anyone or be touched by anyone.  Oh, she missed her family so deeply.  She missed her parents. Tashia missed her dad and she missed her life.Tashia, Evan, and his father sat chatting in the assisted living facility’s common room when the creak of the heavy door alerted them to someone’s entrance.  Evan’s father’s face immediately brightened when he saw his wife.  When she found out they were going to visit Evan’s mom, Tashia asked if she could accompany them, if it were no intrusion.  Evan had said that it was no intrusion at all, but he was a bit surprised she wanted to go.  Tashia had only one reason that she did.  She so wanted to meet the parents of two such wonderful people.  Evan’s father stood to greet his wife but did not approach her.  “Good morning Milly,” he said softly, eyes glued on her.  Millicent Reynolds looked at them suspiciously from the corner of her eye.  She was a slight woman with beautiful velvety black hair.  She was in her mid-fifties, but her hair showed no signs of gray.  Despite the fear in her large beautiful dark brown eyes, they held a twinkle that Tashia knew must always be there.  Her face was somewhat drawn, but she could tell she was gorgeous in earlier years.  She was still quite pretty, but it seemed as if the struggle of the years had impacted her.  Still, her eyes held that sparkle.  “How’s my little apple blossom?”  At that, Mrs. Reynolds beamed, and she almost leapt away from the nurse who had escorted her to the visiting area into her husband’s arms.“I am your little apple blossom, aren’t I?”  She started laughing, and he did as well.“Always.”  They finally released their embrace, and he placed his hands on her small face for a few moments.  “How’s my girl?”“Much better right now.  I’m so glad you came to see me.”  Tashia wondered if she remembered him visiting the previous day.  “You know, it is the funniest thing,” she said, not yet bothering to take the seat her husband pulled out for her.  “I can’t remember things sometimes.  That upsets me, but I’m better now that you’re here.”  She patted his hand.  “Did you know I forget who you are sometimes?”“Yes, I know, Milly.”  He was still smiling at her.  He seemed to get so much joy out of listening to her, out of just being with her.  She looked down and then back up at him with the frightful expression in her eyes of a scared little girl.  “Does that make you angry with me?”He grasped her delicate hands that were so tiny in his.  “No.  Never.  I’m just glad to be with you.”  She blushed like a schoolgirl.  “Milly, let’s sit down.”  She took the seat and he helped her push in to the table.  She looked from Evan to Tashia back to Evan.  And then she just stared at Tashia.  “Milly?”She flashed a frantic look over at her husband.  “You have to help me!  Are they here to take me away?”He rubbed her hand slowly and repeatedly, which seemed to have a calming effect on her.  Neither he nor his son seemed to be the least ruffled by this outburst.  Tashia, on the other hand, was quite unnerved.  Evan had warned her, but she supposed that some things had to be experienced for real understanding.  “No,” he continued to speak softly.  “This is Evan.  Do you remember Evan?”  She shook her head but then very cordially said, “Pleased to meet you, Evan.”  Her comment was directed at Tashia, who smiled nervously but said nothing.  “Milly, Evan is the man.  He is our son.”She looked at him wide-eyed.  “Our son?  You have got to be kidding me.  They let us have children in a place like this?”  Tashia had to suppress a laugh, but the gentlemen did not.  Mrs. Reynolds started laughing, too.  She looked at Tashia and her facial expression became very soft.  “Don’t worry dear.  Sometimes I get confused, but my husband will explain it to me.  After he tells me about Evan, he’ll tell me about you and then we all can have a nice visit together.”  She redirected her attention to her husband, but Tashia just watched her in amazement.  She appeared so sweet and kind.  She thought that despite the assault on her mental capacities, Millicent Reynolds was a remarkable woman.  In fact, maybe the Alzheimer’s showed how extraordinary she was.  Here she had been thinking how incredible her husband was for taking their commitment to the levels he had by keeping her at home for as long as he safely could then coming to see her every single day, but now she was seeing how much this frail delicate little woman added to their lives.  Somehow she knew she only saw but a glimpse.He explained to her that they had Evan years before she went to “this place”.  He told her who Tashia was, and she assured her that losing your memory does not have to be that bad.  “You make the most of what you have.”  Tashia looked at her thoughtfully for a few seconds then thanked her very sincerely.  That really helped.  Although she had been trying to just handle things one moment at a time, she had found herself plagued by fear, insecurity, and anxiety related to having lost so much of her life.  She had never thought of just making the most of what she had.They stayed about forty-five minutes more while Mr. Reynolds relayed to his wife how they met, fell in love, and had two beautiful children.  He had probably spoken of these things many times before with her.  He told her about what Evan and Kara were doing with their lives right now, and she drunk in every word.  When he said they had to leave, a single tear slid down her cheek.  “You are my little apple blossom, and I will be back to see you tomorrow.”“You promise?”“I promise.”She smiled brightly and gave him a big kiss on the lips.  He hugged her again and then softly kissed her.  She skipped off toward her nurse and then suddenly turned around.  “Good-bye Evan and Tashia.  Be good.”  Tashia thought she sounded just like someone’s mom.  “And tell Kara to come visit some time.”  Evan said that he would.“It was a real good day for Mom,” Evan commented, as he drove them back to Kara’s house.“Yes, it was,” his father concurred.  “I’m sure glad you were able to come with us today Tashia.”“So am I.  Now that I’ve met both of you, I can see why Evan and Kara are so wonderful.”He had been smiling the whole time since they left.  “Thank you.  I’m very proud of them.  They wouldn’t be who they are without Milly and God.Chapter IVOver the next couple of weeks, Tashia began to ease in her acceptance of her current circumstances, even though she by no means considered them permanent.  Every time she started to get worked up about her situation, she recalled what Mrs. Reynolds had said and Mr. Reynolds’ attitude.  He could have been grumbling about the love of his life falling prey to Alzheimer’s disease, but he saw the blessing in everything.  He got to see his sweetheart every day.  The words of his wife resounded in her head.  “You make the most of what you have.”Evan called Tashia 10:00 Monday morning of her third week at Kara’s.  She ran in the kitchen to retrieve the phone and beamed as she answered, having seen his job’s number on the caller ID.  She was a bit taken aback by his demeanor, however.  He seemed nervous and jittery, and she had not heard him sound like that before.  “Um, Tashia...well, uh...remember when I said I had a buddy in the police department?  Well—”  “I’m not going down there Evan,” she protested before he could say anything more.  “Not now anyway.”  Tashia’s shoulder and neck began to tense with the moderate discomfort Evan’s prolonged silence brought upon her.  “Are you still there?”“Yeah,” he sighed.  “He’s not just a buddy.  Known him since we were kids, and I can trust him with anything.”“Don’t trust him with anything about me.”“Well, that’s just it, Tashia,” Evan muttered. “It’s too late.  I already did.”“...You...What?!” Tashia uttered, teeth clenched.  Evan repeated himself with only a hint more of volume.  “What do you mean?  You had no right!”“Tashia, please listen to me,” he pleaded.  “You’re in a bad situation.  You don’t know if someone is after you or not.  Don’t even know where your family is.  I’m afraid for you.  I’ve been trying to play it your way, but I’m not sure how safe that is.  Derek and I grew up two houses from each other all that time we were kids.  I would trust him with my life.  If I didn’t, I would never trust him with yours.”  He paused, but she said nothing.  She just stood there, jaw taut as she shook her head at the voice on the other end of the phone.  “I told him about you...and he said he would check things out without telling anybody else.”“Well...um...” Tashia just kept sighing and repeating herself.  Maybe that was not so bad.  Finally, she responded, “I guess that’s okay as long as you’re sure he won’t let anyone else in on it.”“I’m sure.”Tashia clenched her stomach to suppress the sudden sickness she felt.  Here Evan had been so kind to her and she had snapped at him when all he had done was the same thing he had been doing from day one.  He was trying to help her.  “Evan,” she sighed, “I’m so sorry for yelling at you.”  He interrupted her continued apology and told her that he forgave her.  He understood and everything was fine between them.  “Do you really think your friend can help me find my family?”“He already has.”  Tashia’s heart skipped a couple of beats with this news.  He explained that they had connections with the Baltimore Police Department and had it circulated to the other departments throughout the nation to be looking for her.  Tashia did not understand.  She had looked online at the newspapers in the Maryland-D.C.-Virginia area and even down in North Carolina.  It seemed that she would have run across some story about her.  She did not bother to ask about this, however, but just listened as Evan explained that his friend had told him that their area had only had this information for the prior two days.  “Derek doesn’t know what took so long, but he said they must know people in some mighty high places to have something like this done.  They apparently could’ve had it broadcasted nationwide that you were missing, but he thinks they didn’t want to take the chance of alerting possible perps.  That’s what he calls... Oh, I guess you know what that means.”“Who is this ‘they’ you keep talking about?  My aunts and uncles and who else?”“No.  He didn’t say anything about them.”Tashia frowned.  “No?  Then who?”He hesitated but then answered with an awful attempt at keeping his voice from trembling.  “Your, uh...your husband and your in-laws.  Well, mostly your husband.”  Tashia suddenly found herself slumped on the floor as if she had been sucker punched.  Her throat started constricting.  “Hello?  Are you still there?”  She could not answer.  “Tashia?!”Finally, she spurted out, “My husband?”“Yeah.  I was shocked too.”  His voice still edging with anxiety, he sounded as if he still was.  “Are you okay?” he asked breathlessly.“No!” she shouted, quickly retrieving her voice.  “It’s a lie!”“I wouldn’t lie to you.”“I know you wouldn’t.  The man who’s saying he is my husband is lying.”“How do you know that?”“How can I have a husband?  This is crazy.  This is nuts!”“Tashia, I’m really sorry about telling you this over the phone.  I didn’t have the guts to face you.”  She shook her head in silence.  She could not have a husband.  It was simply impossible.  He asked if Kara was home.“No,” she gasped out, as her eyes began to pool with tears.  “She left twenty minutes ago...had to go...she went to the shop.”“Do you want me to come over?”“Yes!  Please.  Can you get away?”  Evan said he would try and asked if she would be all right until he arrived.“I don’t know.  Just hurry, and call me if you can’t make it.”  He said he would and said good-bye.  A terrible thought came to Tashia, however, and she yelled into the phone, hoping she could catch him before he hung up.  “Oh no, Evan!”“W-what?”  “Does he know about me?  I mean, does he know where I am?”“No.  Derek hasn’t told anybody.  We were waiting to talk to you first.”That was perfect!  “We’ll just act like this never happened.”“Tashia, you can’t do that.  Look, someone else needs to use the phone.  I’ll try to get over there.”Evan was fast but not so much so that thoughts did not continually stampede from one end of Tashia’s mind to the other until he arrived.  She did not want to meet this man who claimed he was her husband.  “I don’t want to go with him.  I want to be with you,” she pleaded as she sat next to him at the small card table Kara had recently wedged in the small living room. “I don’t like him.  I like you,” she said and put her head on his shoulder.He patted the side of her head but then gently moved her away by her shoulders.  “Come on, Tashia,” Evan said, as he placed both of his large hands on the table and stared at her with much sadness in his weary eyes.  “You just feel that way right now because you’re scared.”“You’re absolutely right I’m scared.  Why don’t I remember him?  Maybe he’s done something I had to forget.”  She had done some research and found that people who lost their memory solely as a result of physical trauma tended to lose the relatively short-term and not great spans of time as she had.  Perhaps, she thought, she was trying to block out what had caused her to be in this state.  If someone had attacked her, maybe she did not want to remember. An involuntary shiver went through the whole of her body.  “How do I know I would be safe with him?  I’m safe with all of you.  I like it here.  I want to stay here with Kara, you, and Darin.  Please let me stay.”  She hugged him tightly, and burrowed her head in his chest.“Oh, Tashia, you’re breaking my heart.”  Evan slowly pried her off of him.  “You’re really tempting me to say yes, but I can’t.”“Why not?”  She stared at him, hands clasped and shoulders scrunched to her ears.“Because it isn’t right.  It isn’t so much that you want to be with us.” He reminded her that she had not been at home in this situation since the moment she woke.  She was clinging onto the safety she believed they could give her.“That’s not true,” Tashia insisted, beginning to shake inside with the realization that he really might take her to see this man.  She pleaded her case before him in desperation, hoping he could see the insanity of taking any other course.  Things were fine as they were.  It was obvious that this person meant her no good.  If he were really her husband –which they all knew he really was not— it was extremely odd that she would wind up in the Potomac without his knowledge.  Maybe he was even the one who dumped her there.It was as if Evan had not heard a word she had said.  “Tashia, he has to love you and have been worried out of his mind.  He’s been looking for you all this time. And even though you don’t remember right now, I figure you must love him a whole lot, too.”“I don’t want to hear that!  I don’t want him!”Evan looked down and bit the side of his lip before returning with reason.  “I’m not trying to make you angry, but you wouldn’t have married him if you didn’t love him.”“But I don’t love him now.  I’m not angry with you.  I just hate this.  I hate it!”“Listen, Tashia, you need to at least meet him.”“Why?  Why can’t I just stay with you?  Please!”  She grabbed onto him again, but he peeled her off of him.“Because it’s just not right.  He is your husband.  You can’t stay here in Indiana while you have a husband on the East Coast.  You have no idea how much I would love to just keep you here with us, but I just can’t.  I can’t Tashia,” he insisted.  “I couldn’t live with that.”  She crossed her arms and shook her head.  She knew her attitude was wrong, but she just could not be with this stranger.  She wanted to stay with Evan and Kara.  Evan asked her to look at things from a different vantage point.  “What if it were the other way around?  What if he had lost his memory, and, when you found him, he said he wanted to stay with some lady he met and her family?”“Stay with her.”  Evan shook his head pitifully at her persistence.  “I’d have to understand.  He wouldn’t be able to remember me.  It wouldn’t be his fault.”Evan tried again.  “What if we were married and—”Tashia’s tears began to subside.  He was too much of an older brother figure for that to happen, but she could go with it.  In fact, given the circumstances at that moment, the idea sounded kind of nice.  She smiled slightly and told him she was listening.Evan did not return the smile, as he pressed, “What if I lost my memory and told you I wanted to stay with this new woman I had met?  What if I didn’t even bother to speak to you, and you found out one day I chose not to meet you again?  I decided to keep the new life I had without you.”Tashia thought for a few moments.  “That would be awful.  I guess you’re right.”  She paused for a few seconds.  “No,” she sighed heavily, “I know you’re right, but I don’t want you to be.  You’re supposed to honor your commitment to marriage no matter what, whether you remember it or not.  I don’t want to meet him, but I have to.  Oh, man, Evan, just call your friend before I change my mind.  Kara isn’t going to believe this.”“No, she won’t.  I still don’t.” Tashia looked out of Evan’s passenger side window, trying to muffle the sound of her sobbing.  The September rain beat down harshly on the window, an oddly perfect mix with her tears.  The slowed traffic was preventing a quick arrival, but it would still be too soon for her taste.  Evan’s friend had called the man claiming to be Tashia’s husband as soon as he got the okay from Evan, and he got the first flight possible out to Indianapolis.  They had gotten the call from Derek that afternoon that he had arrived and was at the police station.  He was waiting for her, and, she surmised, planning on taking her away from them.  ‘I don’t want to leave them.  God, I am so scared.  I’m so frightened.  I feel like...I don’t know what I feel.  Please help me.’As Evan pulled up alongside the curb of the police station’s parking lot, a heavy cloud of gloom instantly fell upon Tashia.  “Kara’s here,” he noted.  “Just saw her car pull up.  Stay here one minute.”  Tashia quickly ran her hand across the side compartment in the back of Evan’s car before finding a single strip of paper towel with which she cleaned her tear-drenched face as rapidly as she could.  She looked through the front window and squinted, the sea of rain blurring her vision of what was transpiring outside of Kara’s car.  It seemed that Evan was holding his sister’s shoulders firmly.  “What is she doing?”  Kara had jerked herself loose and walked away from him.  But then she came back, just standing there shaking her head.  Tashia understood her reaction to the news.  Evan had only told her to meet them there and had not said why.Tashia saw them walking toward the car and took a deep breath.  Once they reached the passenger side of the car, she rolled down her window.  Kara’s mouth was smiling, but her eyes held no cheer.  The rain splattering off of her hood onto her glasses somehow made her look even sadder.  “I know you don’t feel like it now Tashia,” she tried to encourage, “but this is good news.”“How can you say that?”“You need to get your life back.  You’ve been lost.  You haven’t known where your family is or even who you’ve been over the last nine years.  He could help you with some of those things.  Probably a lot of those things.”Tashia shook her head but then opened the door.  Evan helped her out of the car and locked the door behind her.  Looking at both of them, she said, “Don’t tell me to be happy.  You’re not.  None of us are.  I do miss my family.  I really do, but I don’t want to go back.”Kara took off of her glasses, wiped them, and then replaced them, as if seeing more clearly would help her be able to hear better.  Tashia actually smiled, but the smile disappeared quickly.  She liked when she did that with her glasses.  She liked so many things about them.  She had truly come to love them in these last weeks.  “Why don’t you want to go back?  Did they do something bad to you?”“My family?  No.  But how do I know what this guy has done?”  She shook inside before making the decision she had changed a dozen times en route to the station.  “Let’s just get this over with.”  Tashia walked ahead of them but then turned around, eyes brimming with hot tears that she quickly brushed away.  “You guys are my family.  I don’t want to leave you.”  She pointed one finger behind her toward the building.  “That guy in there, I don’t know who he is.  But he is not my family.”As they walked between desks, past ringing phones, and past busy chatter, a lump became further lodged in Tashia’s throat.  Her heart pounded relentlessly against her ribs as they continued to make their way through an onslaught of people.  She would not even glance at the faces but stared straight ahead, not really visually attending to anything.  Suddenly, she heard what she figured to be Evan’s and Kara’s audible expressions of all she was feeling with his “oh boy” and her “oy”.  She followed her friends’ gazes. And her heart rocked all the more violently when she saw what had produced their reaction.A man stood opposite a young police officer, and he was staring right at her.  His face was dark and frightfully handsome.  He stood with a certain intimidating sophistication, a perfect model for the cover of GQ or Black Elegance magazine.  His outerwear was impeccable with what appeared to be an Armani suit, cufflinks, and finely polished black shoes.  Caught in a moment of delusion, Tashia held fierce hope this was not the man but just as suddenly knew he had to be.  He had not taken his eyes off of her.  Feet stuck in place, Tashia grabbed her newfound best friends’ hands, and they had to nearly drag her across the room while she sunk under his continuing intense scrutiny.  Her heart was no longer pounding, but Tashia was sure it had stopped beating.‘How did I get here?’ she asked herself, eyes wide in panic, as she looked up at him.  He looked down about 8 inches to her 5’3” and would not shift his gaze.  His skin was chestnut brown.  His eyes were dark and penetrating.  Tashia thought they must be black.  Like onyx set in pearls.  His eyes were smiling, although the rest of his face was not.  There was no warmth or friendliness.  Nor did Tashia perceive a smirk, but there was something behind his look that she could not discern.  As dark as his eyes were, it seemed that they ran deep, and she felt herself getting lost in them.  Tashia felt her knees begin to wobble beneath her.  She could not break her stare, and it seemed that he would not break his.The same questions cycled through her mind about ten times in about five seconds in dizzying speed.  ‘Who is this man? Could he really be my husband? Did I really marry him?  Who is this man? Could he really be my husband?  Did I really marry him?’ Without warning, her breaths became short and rapid, the room lighting began to dim, and Tashia felt a swoon plummet upon her.  Someone saved her from the fall and called out her name.  Probably Evan.  She heard someone else in the background, who she assumed to be the officer, but she could not make out what he was saying.  She blinked hard repeatedly in trying to make her view of the person guiding her clear.  As Evan helped her into a chair, she almost slid out of it, so he had to practically place her in it.“Evan,” she whispered, as her vision began to clear, “what is going on?”  He took a seat on her left, and Kara sat next to him.  “I can’t do this.  Come on, help me,” she begged.  She turned to Kara and made the same plea to her.  She looked from one to another, but they just sat there with forlorn faces, offering her none of the assistance she so desperately needed.“Tashia, this is Derek.”  She stared at Evan, and his eyes faltered.  He looked ashamed, and she thought he should be.  She could not comprehend how he could do this, why he was not fleeing with her out of there.  It was clear to her that this man meant nothing good for her, and she did not understand why Evan could not see that.  Disgusted and disheartened, she looked at Derek, who had taken a seat at his desk.  The man sat on the opposite side of it, and he persisted in maintaining his sights on her.  She would no longer look his way and brought her full attention to the officer.“Hello.  I’m Officer Mills, but you can call me Derek.”  Derek looked like he had spent most of his life on some Mediterranean beach with his sand-colored hair, olive skin, and sea blue eyes.  She also saw enormous kindness and sympathy in those eyes, much like she had seen in the last weeks in Evan’s.  Surely, he would help.  After all, he must know that this man was not her husband.  He must have checked him out.  “And this is your husband, Tony Gerard.”“He’s not my husband!” she snapped and then looked at the impersonator.  “You are not my husband.”  Without the least indication of offense or hurt by her statement, his stare remained constant.  Tashia frowned and scrutinized his face, yet she came up empty, completely unable to read what he was feeling.  “Do you have any emotions?”“What do you mean?” he asked with bass to his voice that resonated through her bones.“You’re just staring at me.  Stop staring at me!”“I’m sorry.”That quiet, silky smooth voice made him seem even more mysterious, and she hated it.  His whole demeanor intimidated her greatly, yet she managed to retortagain, “You’re not my husband.”  Evan and Kara both shifted in their chairs.  She sensed how uncomfortable they were, but this had no effect on her.  They had cared for her all this time, and she could not fathom why they were not protecting her now.  This man was a monster and an impostor.  They had to see it.“Mrs. Gerard.”  She looked at Derek blankly and then realized he was talking to her.  “Mrs. Gerard, your husband has provided sufficient proof that he is in fact who he says he is.”  The Tony guy handed his briefcase over to Derek, who proceeded to disclose its contents right in front of her.  A marriage certificate.  Wedding pictures.  Bank statements and various other legal documents.  A life insurance policy.  What looked to be a photograph of a family reunion or some occasion of that sort.“Aunt Gladys!” she exclaimed, sighting her in the picture.“I know you don’t remember me,” the Tony man said in that low voice, as he fixed his eyes on her with an intensity that made her whole body tremble.  “I don’t know why you don’t remember.  Right now, you don’t know anything about me, but I have to tell you that I love you.”  Tashia’s mouth went agape at those last words.  All that had occurred thus far was completely surreal.  Thoughts were going through her mind, words had left her mouth, but none of them seemed to have come from her.  It was as if she were outside herself, watching this with each moment passing by in painstakingly slow motion.  This last statement of his, however, was the spookiest of all.“I’m sorry for staring,” he said, breaking her out of her thoughts.  “I couldn’t help it.  Even now I’m having trouble not doing it.  I have been searching for you, not knowing whether I’d ever see you again.” He was saying such sweet things, but Tashia detected no sweetness in his visage.  Not even a pretense.  “I didn’t know if you were dead or alive.”  Tashia did not fail to note that he did not even flinch when he mentioned her possible demise.  “I just know I want you back.  I don’t know where we go from here, but I want you to come home.  Gladys wants you to come home.  David and Kyana—”“Where are they?” she asked urgently. “At home.”  “In Maryland?  They never answered their phone.”“No.  In Georgia.”  Tashia frowned then shook her head, trying to piece this together.  “You don’t remember the last nine years, right?”She nodded.  “I remember some of my last year of high school.  Well, like the first week maybe.”“Do you remember any of September?” he interrogated, and she felt compelled to answer.“A little.  Well, not much.”“Do you remember September 10?”She thought for a little bit.  “No.  I really don’t remember September at all.” The first week of school had been in August and the last day of that week was probably around August 25.  The night when she went out with Axel and his friends.  “It’s funny,” she whispered.  “It seems like high school was just yesterday, but then all of a sudden it goes blank.”  Tashia had a wow moment when she realized she had been talking to him as if he were just some regular person.  Not someone who she had wanted to run as far away from as possible just minutes ago.  The sensation of wanting to bolt returned, however, when she remembered that he was not just an ordinary person.  He was someone playing a game with her life, but she would not be a willing participant.  “Why are you looking down?” she asked with much agitation.“So you remember before your senior year?”“You didn’t answer my question.”  He seemed to glare at her, and she cowered under it, as she literally felt her heart rattle.  Tashia swallowed hard, afraid but knowing she must ask, “What happened in September?”  Her voice had quivered.“That’s when we met.  Do you remember before your senior year?”“Yes.”“So you know about your parents?”“Yes.  I know.”  She shut her eyes momentarily.  “They died.”“I was hoping I wouldn’t have to break that to you.”Tashia did not want to think on this right now.  She suddenly realized she had forgotten there were other people still there.  “Oh.”  Despite trying so hard to hide her fear, her voice was still trembling.  She took a deep breath, yet it still came out shaky.  “I’m sorry I didn’t introduce you to Evan and Kara, but I didn’t really know who you were then.  I still don’t.”  Tony smiled, and she noticed for the first time he had a mustache that partially obscured his top lip, particularly when he smiled.  He had a beautiful smile, but this, too, was dark and mysterious.“You are always very honest.”“Don’t do that!” she demanded.“What?”“Don’t tell me how I am.  I-I’m not used to someone knowing me who I don’t know.”  She looked at Evan and began speaking to him.  “I don’t know how to handle this.  I really don’t.”  Evan just looked at her helplessly, and she folded her arms across her chest, gritting at him for not fixing this.  “Anyway,” she said, redirecting her attention to Tony, “this is Evan and Kara.  They’ve been taking care of me.”  Her words produced a sudden surge of guilt that welled up in her as she thought of how very much they had given her and how ungrateful she had just shown herself to be.“I know.  Officer Mills told me.”  He shook both of their hands.  “Thank you so much.  I know it must have been very hard for you all to come here today.  I mean all of you,” he said, glancing at Tashia.  “I just have to thank you because I don’t know what I would have done without her.  I’ve really felt like I’ve been losing my mind over the last few weeks.  I didn’t know if I was coming or going.”Tashia understood the sentiment exactly.  As she looked down at the documents and the photos spread out over the desk, her head reeled with the thought that she might never again have any sense of her course in life.“Tashia, you can’t do this.”  When they came out of the station, Evan said he would meet them all at his sister’s house because he had left something at home he wanted to give Tashia before they left that night.  Tony had already booked a flight back, but he said he understood if she wanted to stay another night.  She asked if he would understand if she did not want to go back at all.  He did not answer, but she could see no response in his face either.  When Evan said he had to drop by his house, she exclaimed, “Oh, I want to go with you,” and jumped into the front passenger seat of his car.  Tony stood there with Kara next to his black rental car with that black hooded raincoat making him look more ominous than ever.  “He’s your husband.  You can’t treat him like this.”“Why do you keep taking his side?”“Look.  Tashia, this is hard for me, too.  I just want to drive away and hide you someplace.  Wish I could keep you away from the things that scare you, but I can’t.”Tashia was deeply touched by his words and hated that she was acting like such a spoiled brat with him.  She knew his heart was breaking.  “I’m so sorry for how I treated you and Kara in there.  I’m just so scared,” she shuddered.  “I feel like if I go with him, I’ll lose you, and that is frightening enough.  It’s strange, but losing you scares me almost as much as the thought of going with him and losing my life.  Can you understand that?”“Yes.  Well...I think I can.  But what I have to keep asking myself is what God would want us to do.  I’m battling inside, Tashia.  I want so much to do so many things, but I can’t.  I can’t know what’s wrong and do it.  Can’t do that to you, can’t do that to myself, and especially can’t do that to God.”Tashia sighed sorrowfully.  “Oh boy, Evan.  You’re really making me feel guilty.  I stopped thinking about what God wanted the minute I saw him.  All I could think about was myself.”  She looked out the window.  “And look at poor Kara,” she said, shaking her head.  “I’m sure she doesn’t want to be at her house alone with him.  I wasn’t even thinking about her.”“It’s okay.  I understand, and I’m sure she does, too.”“M-maybe I should ride with him, and we can just follow the two of you to your house and then to Kara’s.”  Evan’s face suddenly paled, and she realized he had wanted her to ride with Kara.  Tashia confessed that the thought of going with him chilled her too, but she might as well get used to it, as she would be flying with him that very night.  “I can’t believe I just said that.  I guess I’ll be going home tonight.  Baltimore.  Born there and living there again.  I would have never guessed.”With the exception of the low background music and the engine running, there was no sound in that car on the way to Kara’s house...to what had been Tashia’s home for a short but special time.  Evan and Kara always had Christian music or programs playing on their radios when she drove with them.  Tashia had been getting closer to God her junior year in high school, but she sensed she was starting to slip away since her parents’ death.  She knew He had not abandoned her and she was not going to leave Him.  There was just this palpable distance, as she tried to grapple with not having them.  She felt the same separation when she woke up not knowing where she was because, as far as she was concerned, she was still that 16-year-old orphan.  Since she had been with Evan, Kara, Darin, and even Mr. and Mrs. Reynolds, she had found herself at a new place.  She was only at the beginning, but she was being more and more drawn into studying God’s Word and getting to know Him in a way she never before had.  She talked with Him constantly and was trying to be quiet long enough to hear what He had to say to her through His Word.  She had so many questions He was answering, but she still had more.  The one she was asking now was would she be able to sustain what He had started in her if she left her friends in Indianapolis.  This Tony was not listening to the kind of thing they listened to with his choice of tropical island fare.  It was not bad, but it was different than what she was accustomed to even the last year when she was riding with her parents.  Their listening tastes fell more in line with Evan’s and Kara’s.  ‘God, I need someone to help me along with this walk.’  Then she nodded her head slightly with the sudden reassurance that He would help her.  Jesus had said He would never leave or forsake her.  God had begun a good work in her that He would continue until the day of Christ Jesus.  No matter what her circumstances, He would continue it, and He was the One who allowed or arranged them anyway.  ‘Lord, but I’m still anxious...about everything except Your leaving me.  I know You won’t.  Please give me peace of mind.’  She felt no immediate change, but she was assured it would come.  Someday.“Evan, how can we let her go with him?” Kara asked, as they stood there whispering next to her kitchen counter, while Tony and Darin talked in the living room.  Tashia was in Kara’s bedroom packing.  Darin had brought over a suitcase for her.  He never used it anyway.  She had insisted that they stay until he was able to get there.  She did not want to leave without saying good-bye to him.  Mr. Reynolds was spending the day with his wife, and Tashia could not think to interrupt that.“I’m not sure what we should do Kara.  Derek checked him out.  I don’t think there is anything more we can do.  He’s her husband.  She has to go back with him.”“But she woke up in a raging river.  She doesn’t even remember him.  She has forgotten from the time they met until now.  Why is that?”“Don’t know Kara.”  He shook his head.  “I just don’t know.”“Do you think someone attacked her or tried to kill her?”  Evan confirmed that he did and she asked him why that was.“Because she woke up in a river, like you said.”Kara kept thinking that too, but what bothered her at least as much was that Tashia had no memory of the last nine years.  She was no expert, but it would have seemed to her that she would have had at least had spotty memories instead of complete obliteration.  “When I went to see Mom the other day, I talked to one of the nurses there.  Do you know her?  The young one.  The one who is pretty new.”  He nodded.  “Well, we were talking.”“About Tashia?”“Yes.  I mean no.  Not about her specifically.  We were talking about loss of memory, and she probably assumed I was talking about Mom’s Alzheimer’s.  It was real casual talk.”  Kara had brought the conversation around to what occurs when someone is assaulted and the result is memory loss.  The nurse told her that she used to work with people who had amnesia because of car accidents, beatings, and things of that nature.  She said it was very rare that someone’s complete memory be wiped out except in cases of psychological trauma.“Tashia didn’t lose her complete memory.”“I know, but she also said that people who have significant amnesia tend to have sketchy memories of the past, which will hopefully ultimately resolve to total recall with the exception of the time surrounding the actual event that caused the amnesia.  Tashia’s memory is not sketchy.  She remembers clearly up until a certain point and then recalls nothing.”“She said her memory was fuzzy.”“No, she didn’t.  She said she did not remember any of September.”  Evan wanted to know her point.“My point is I wonder if she has blocked out from that time on because of him.  Whoever attacked her caused her to lose her memory, but now she remembers less than she normally would because she doesn’t want to remember him.”“Kara, I don’t know,” he sighed.  “You’re a whole lot smarter than me, but that sounds kind of weird.”“Why else—” Kara stopped speaking abruptly and jumped slightly, alertedto a dark shadowy presence in the doorway.  She turned to see Tony standing there and then asked him if he needed something with as polite of a smile as she could muster.“I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to startle you,” he said, peering at her oddly.  “I just wanted to know if I could use your phone.”“Oh, sure.  Use the one in here.”Evan said he would go in to see how Tashia was coming along.  Kara stayed in the kitchen cutting up lemons for the lemonade and acting as if she were notnot listening to his conversation.  How weird that he would not just use a cell phone.  Maybe he had heard part of their conversation or at the very least had tried to hear it.  He was talking to someone about changing their reservation.  They were going to be too late to catch the flight he had booked.  He chuckled and called her by name.  Kara glared at him and then returned to cutting the lemons.  He was very handsome and very suave.  He did not at all seem Tashia’s type.  Kind of like an Evan-Deana thing but maybe worse.  This Tony was the sophisticated Wall Street type.  Very refined.  Tashia was a smart girl but just down to earth.  Despite her initial assessment, what one saw was what one got in Tashia, and she had to wonder what her sweet friend was going to get in him.  Kara only wished she knew.“Thanks for the phone,” he said, smiling broadly as he hung it up then glanced at the lemonade she was stirring.  “Looks like it’s going to be delicious.”Even when Evan entered Kara’s room, Tashia just continued sitting on the bed, staring at her packed suitcase.  He sat down next to her, and she grasped his hand.  They just sat there saying nothing.  She wanted to know how long they would be able to stay like this, how long it would be before she would have to leave them.Tashia thought back to the evening she discovered that she was twenty-five years old.  She was so frightened.  It was as if she were losing her mind, but Evan spent all that time talking to her that night.  In the midst of the insanity, she was able to hang onto the bit of calm she could take from him.  At that moment, she did not know him any better than she now knew Tony, but she could feel his gentleness.  It was something she could easily sense.  She had no idea what to think about the man who was calling himself her husband.  She kept questioning if he was really her husband but knew he had to be.  He had the documents and the pictures to prove it.  But the greater question was this:  was he the type who would murder his wife or have her murdered?  Now that her past was rushing in on her, she could not shake that thought.Maybe she should not be so hypocritical and give him a chance like Don, Chona, Evan, and especially Kara had given her. But the chance was too big!  There was too much potential danger.  She was just a little lost girl.  No one had a clue who this character was.Even though she had continued to struggle over the last couple of weeks, she had lost that strong initial desire she had to find out about her past.  And Tashia had to wonder why it was and how it was that she had so easily settled into this new life.  She believed she knew the answer, that there was something and even someone she was trying to forget.She had looked up some information about amnesia on Kara’s computer, but there was so much of it that she only gave it a cursory look.  Well, not even cursory.  She now realized that if she had really wanted to delve in and possibly get some glimpse into what was going on with her, she would have done what she always had.  She would have searched relentlessly until she got the answers.  Certainly, her memory probably would not have been recovered after such a short time, but she could have gained some insight into her present situation.  Tashia now concluded that she subconsciously had wanted no insight.Tashia’s hand started shaking and she grabbed Evan’s hand tighter, as theories ran through her brain with reckless abandon as to why she had no recollection whatsoever of a man she had married and why she could not remember anything from the time they met until the time she woke up on a houseboat far away from him.And now the greatest fear gripped at her heart in knowing he expected her to travel back to Baltimore and start living with him as his wife.  ‘I can’t do it.  Lord, I just can’t do it.  I know I have to, but I don’t know how I’m going to get on that plane.’  She kept asking Him for peace to displace the deep disturbance in her heart and mind.  ‘I want to stay here, where it’s safe.  Even if it’s not safe, I’d rather stay here with Evan and Kara.’  She had not seen the giant since that afternoon in the jewelry store, but right now she was willing to take the chance of bumping into him again if that would mean she would not have to leave.Tiny drops of perspiration began trickling down her face and landed on her lap and Evan’s hand.  He did not even flinch.  He just held her hand tighter.  She just wanted to sit there close with him.  She did not want anything to break this.  She wanted to hold on for as long as she could.‘I need Your strength because I don’t know what I’m walking into.’  She did know what she was walking away from, however.  She placed her other hand first softly then firmly on the gift he had given her.  She would not pack this but keep it beside her on the plane.  She would cherish the beautiful gold embroidered Bible for as long as she lived...but then she wondered how long that would be.Kara tapped on the door, and they walked out silently to the living room.  The food and drinks were set up on the card table, which was now sandwiched between the loveseat and sofa.  The lemonade looked delicious, and the cabbage, rice and beans, and jerk chicken smelled good.  Kara had ordered from a take-out restaurant since Tashia had not had an opportunity to cook.  Darin and Kara sat on the loveseat, and the other three sat on the sofa with Evan between Tony and Tashia.  She was so glad for that seating arrangement.  She would not have been able to eat if he were facing her or if she had to sit next to him.  Darin said the blessing, but she heard nothing.  She was saying prayers of her own and doing all she could to fight back the tears that were trying to burst forth.The plane was still chilly despite the blanket the stewardess had given her.  It seemed an accurate reflection of the current situation.  Tony asked questions, Tashia answered, but she offered nothing more.  Tashia was not trying to be rude.  She just did not have anything to say, and she was so nervous around him that it made it difficult for her to speak.The departure was extremely difficult.  Darin had said his good-byes at the house.  Evan and Kara were going to do the same, but she begged them to accompany her.  They did not have time for long, drawn out farewells.  There were quick hugs, an offer from Tony for them to visit, a promise from Tashia to call when they got to Baltimore, and then...the looks.  She would never forget the expressions on their faces when she turned around to get one last glimpse of them.  Kara’s face was drawn and distraught as if she were unwillingly letting her child or younger sister go into the hands of danger.  She could not remember anyone ever looking so troubled until she saw Evan.  His face quivering, he looked heartbroken.  Absolutely devastated.  She only saw them momentarily because they hurriedly turned around and started walking away once they realized she had seen them, but that moment was enough.  She would not cry, but her emotion was uncontrollable.  Her internal trembling quickly became external to the point where Tony had to lead her onto the plane and where the flight attendants questioned him as to whether or not she was all right.  It took her a good thirty minutes to realize they were in first class.  Prior to then, she had just been staring out the window blankly with her mind not really on what was outside of it...or inside of the plane for that matter.When Tashia started to come out of her daze, she realized that they had spoken no words to each other.  She finally turned to look at Tony and saw that he was resting.  But as soon as she set her eyes on him, his shot open.  Tashia let out a shriek and, if it had not been for the seatbelt, she would have jumped out her seat.  An older couple across the aisle from them whose lights were off startled out of their sleep and cut a glare her way.  As if he had not witnessed her reaction, Tony began asking her mundane questions, and Tashia kept her answers as brief as possible.His questions ceased as quickly as they had sprung.  After an extended period, the announcement overhead came that they would be landing in around ten minutes, and Tashia looked out the window at the city lights.  All of a sudden, his voice brought her to attention once again.  “Tashia, I need you to know something.”  He stared at her so penetratingly that his eyes seemed to pierce her soul, as if he could discern the whole of her.  “I love you, I’ve missed you, and I would never do anything to hurt you.”As Tashia’s ears focused on the last of his statement, she hesitated before responding, “Why do you feel you have to tell me you wouldn’t hurt me?”“I can tell you’re frightened of me.  It’s written all over your face.”Tashia swallowed and dabbed with fingertips at the perspiration building along her hairline.  “That’s the thing.  I can’t read what’s on your face.”“What do you mean?”  Before she could respond, he continued, “Oh, I know what you mean.  You’ve told me before that you can’t tell by the expression on my face what’s going on inside my head.  The funny thing is you know me better than anyone.  You’re the one who will tell people I’m joking when they think I’m serious or I’m serious when they think I’m joking.”“But I can’t always read you?”  Tony nodded his assertion.  “Especially your eyes.  They are always smiling even when you sound like you might be serious.  That makes you look sneaky.”  He laughed wryly.  “D-did I offend you?  I wasn’t trying to.”“No.  That’s one of the things that first attracted me to you.  I’ll admit that sometimes I haven’t liked your honesty because you made me see things about myself I didn’t want to see, but that’s all right.  I needed to see them.”  He shook his head and rubbed his temple.  “I’ve been such a wreck.”  Tony claimed that he had just been through the longest weeks of his life.“It didn’t seem that way.  When I saw you at the police station today, you didn’t look very excited to see me.”“Oh, Tashia, you have no idea how thrilled I was, but I saw you before you saw me.  You looked so frightened.  And when you caught my eye and obviously had no recognition of me, I knew I had to play it cool.  I didn’t want to scare you more by running over and grabbing you.”“That might have made me feel better.”He cocked his eyebrow doubtfully.  “Really?”“Well...maybe not.”  The pilot came on and said they might be an additional ten minutes because they had to keep circling around the airport since there was so much traffic.  “Great.”“I know you must be really tired.”“I am.”  It unnerved her that he seemed to know what she was feeling, but she had not one clue about him.  “How did you find out I’d disappeared?”“Terribly.  I called you Friday evening at home to let you know I would be late, but you didn’t answer.  I figured you might have had to stay a little later at school because of missing work the day before.”“School?  I hadn’t even thought to ask you.  So I’m a school teacher?”  This was great.“No.  You’re an instructional assistant.”  Disappointment rushed in like a dagger to her heart.  She was supposed to have become a school teacher, and she could not fathom what could have prevented that.  “Why did I miss work?” she asked, voice dull, as she tried to wrap her mind around this news.Much to her shock, Tony told her that they had gone to her godmother’s wedding that Thursday afternoon.  Aunt Gladys had married a man who had been in love with her since Tashia was a little girl.  They were honeymooning in his home of Nairobi and would be back later that week.  Now, that certainly presented Tashia with a good reason to go home.  Probably the only reason.Tashia was so pleased Aunt G had finally chosen to marry this man.  “He’s such a good guy, but she always seemed to choose the bad ones.  They were all so handsome and” –she did not skip a beat in her speaking, but she certainly did in her mind— “deceptive.  She was always pulled in by how they would treat her like the most precious woman in the world at first, and she could not seem to pull away once they started acting like she wasn’t worth a dime.”Tashia realized that might have been part of the reason why she was so leery of Tony.  He was definitely suave and debonair.  She could easily see herself becoming entangled in his web of allure.  He seemed so intriguing and mysterious.  Her fear was that of being drawn to him because of her being mesmerized but not ever coming to really know him.  Tashia was not a thrill seeker.  Going downtown with friends —well, really acquaintances— or taking an advanced class in school was plenty adventurous for her.  She did not desire to become involved with someone who excited her but also scared her because she could not know if she could trust him.  She was not the type who found ultimate pleasure mixed with ultimate distress in this type of thing.  Aunt G was or at least she had been.  Tashia could never understand that.  She even found it remarkable when she was a little girl and thought to herself that she would avoid that type of life at all cost.  Now she had to wonder if she had.Tony frowned and asked how it was that they had gotten on the subject.  “Oh that’s right.  You were asking me about how I found out you were gone.  What did I say so far?”  Tashia smirked, thinking if this man had trouble with recall, then they were really in trouble.  “You said you called home, but I wasn’t there yet.”“Because, or so I thought, you were working late since you missed work the day before.  I remember now.  I called again later.  It was late, around 10:00, and you still didn’t answer.  I rushed home, but you weren’t there.  Since then, we’ve been searching for you.  It was known nationally that you were missing.”“I haven’t seen it on the news.”“No.  We decided not to go that way because we thought we should just leave it in the hands of the police.  We had a few private eyes looking for you too.”“You must have some connections.  Is this we, you and your parents?”“My father and me.  I’m so glad I found you,” he said, and Tashia tried for the life of her to see some reflection of the sentiment in his face.  She found none.  Grimacing, however, he remarked, “I have to say I was pretty angry when I found out your friends didn’t insist that you go see a doctor, but I realize they were doing what they thought was best for you.”“I wouldn’t go.  They tried to get me to, but I wouldn’t.”“I know.”  Even in the brief time spent with him, she hated when he did that, speaking as if he knew her so well.  It truly made her blood curdle.She took a few silent deep breaths and tried to calm her racing heart before venturing, “Do you think I would have gone if you were the one telling me instead of them?”  He said he did.  “Would I do it out of fear?” Tony frowned and told her that would not have been the case.  “How do you know?”“Because you’re not afraid of me.  I mean, you weren’t afraid of me.  If I had been the one to find you, I would have tried to convince you to go but I wouldn’t try to force you.”“And I bet you’re pretty persuasive,” Tashia stated with a decisive nod.“I guess.  Sure, I can be, but you didn’t find me to be threatening.”“But I always listened.”“Just about always.”  He explained that if he suggested something or said he thought she should do something, she would tend to listen.  “You’re just a good wife that way.  It wasn’t like you were scared or you didn’t have your own mind.”  Tashia had to wonder.  If she had woken and seen his face instead of Don’s, she would not have remembered him, and she would have been just as frightened as when she first saw him.  Maybe that was how she was with him even when her recollection was crystal clear.“How old are you?”  Perfect white teeth peeked out from his lips as he smiled.  He told her that he was thirty.  When she told him that she thought he was older, he chuckled slightly and she again asked if she had offended him, as she felt a grip tightening in her chest.  The last thing she wanted to do was get on his bad side with rashly spoken words.  But that was Tashia’s way.  She would speak.  Then she would think.  And she did not know how to dampen her habit.“No, you didn’t, and you don’t have to keep asking me that.”“Thirty isn’t old, of course.  I didn’t mean I thought you were older than 30.  It’s just that you seemed older than I am.  You seem like a grown-up.  You’re mature, but I feel like a kid...”  She let her voice trail off, unsure how much she should share with this stranger about her true feelings.  If he could not detect them on his own.“Believe me, in many ways, you are far more mature than I am.”  He just looked at her thoughtfully, but she could not maintain the eye contact.  “I’m sorry.  I’ve missed you so much.  You have nothing to fear with me.  I can see why you’re scared though.”“Yeah,” Tashia returned with a sideways glance his way.  “I think someone tried to kill me.  Was it you?”“No.  And that does hurt.”  He did not look the least bit hurt, but Tashia apologized.  “I know you had to ask.  It’s all right.  It just hurts that you don’t know me anymore.  I know you can’t help that, and I don’t expect it of you.  I want you to be completely comfortable.  When I saw you today, I wanted to rush over and grab you to me.  I don’t think you would have appreciated that, and I’m assuring you right here and now I won’t do anything like that to you against your wishes.  I will sleep in the guest room.  You can have our room.”“No.  It’s your house.  I can’t do that.”“It’s our house, and I want you to feel comfortable.  I will not try to kiss you, hug you, or even hold your hand unless you say it’s all right.  I’m not going to bug you about it either.  You can ask me anything you want.  I will try to help you in any way I can.  We will find out who did this to you.”  He paused then added, “And why they did this to you.”  Tashia shuddered as she wondered at the motive.  She did not see how he could be so certain, and he confessed that he guessed he could not.  He just could not accept that anyone could get away with what they had done to her.“If I have to find him myself, I will.”  That sounded real good.  If he meant it, it was as if he desired to protect her.  But if this was the true desire of his heart, Tashia could not grasp why there was nothing in his visage that made it appear as if it was.  Or even in the tone of his voice.  He spoke as if he were reading from a script.“Tashia,” he said, leaning in a bit closer to her, “I want to take you to your doctor.  She is excellent.  I know she can help you.”She shifted slightly in her seat and hesitated.  Yet see soon found herself telling him that would be all right.  What type of pull this guy had on her, she did not know.  Evan and Kara had been asking her the same thing for weeks with negative response, but she had so quickly agreed to it with him.  There was no way she would have been able to say no.  As the plane started to make its descent into Baltimore Washington International Airport, Tashia stared out the window, sadness and anxiety gripping at her.  In another hour or less, she would be going into her home with her husband.  A shiver ran through her spine.  She did not know what to make of him, and she was uncertain how she felt about going home with him.  In fact, she was uncertain about just about everything.Chapter V“Are you rich or something?” Tashia asked, as they drove up the long driveway to the house that sat up on a tree-lined hill.Tony laughed, as he had been doing throughout the ride.  His laugh was lazy whereas Evan’s was hearty and contagious.  Boy did she miss Evan.  “If I’m rich, then you are, too.”As Tony pulled his black Jaguar off the main drive, he had turned off into a secluded country club neighborhood, gone down a winding road, and then Tashia’s eyes expanded twice their normal size.  She absolutely could not believe the homes.  It was as if she were viewing something out of a magazine that had transformed to reality.  Surely, she thought, Tony’s must be on the other side of the neighborhood.  It was probably very nice but nothing like these.  She had been down roads something like this before when driving through certain areas of North Carolina and even when with her parents in Baltimore County on their way to someone’s house.  The ones they visited were always very pretty, but not like these.But now here they were at the grandest one in the group, secluded from all others and partially obscured.  “Is this a little mansion or something?”  He parked in front of the garage on the side of the house, and she sat there mouth wide open and gawking.Finally, she looked at him.  “This place is huge!”  He laughed longer this time.  Tashia thought she saw a hint of tenderness in his eyes, but it disappeared before she could be certain.  It sure would be nice if it had been there.  “Where are we?”“What do you mean?  We’re at home.”Tashia shook her head.  He was pulling the wool over her eyes.  Perhaps he had some twisted sense of humor.  She stared at him several moments, mouth still agape, before uttering in profound amazement, as she scanned the premises, “I used to come up to visit Baltimore County.  It was nice and all, but I don’t remember it looking anything like this.”  This home was by far the best she had seen on their way here, and she could really not squawk at the others.  She could have easily settled for any of them.“This is really Carroll County.  We live right outside of Baltimore County in Westminster.”“All that’s missing is the broad iron gate,” she remarked, barely processing his last statement.“We could have had one, but you said you thought that was too pretentious even though you knew my parents had a guarded gate.”  Tashia caught a hint of a teasing smile on his lips, but again, as per usual, those dark eyes were definitely smiling...or smirking.  She had been getting the slightest bit less uneasy with him, but a sudden yet quickly passing sense of eeriness fell upon her with that look.“Oh, I’m sorry,” she whispered and glanced down at her lap.Tony told her not to be, as he never liked the gate anyway.  It kind of made the house look haunted.  Besides, there was a gate at the entrance to the neighborhood where the guard sat.  “Having one here too would be overkill.” Tashia sighed internally with a bit of relief at his reassurance.  “You really have a huge house,” she repeated as she took another gander at its exterior.Tony got out of the car, and she started to also.  He told her to wait for him and came around to open the door for her.  As she stepped out and thanked him, he spoke to her firmly with jaw taut.  “Tashia, please try to remember that this is not my house.  It’s ours.  What’s mine is ours, and vice versa.”  His words stung, and she looked up at him with wide eyes.  Maybe it was because she was so tired, or maybe it was because he had said them so sternly.  Whichever the case, she found herself having to fight back tears as she felt herself dwarfed to the size of a small child chastised by a parent.  Tony released the tightness in his jaw.  “Oh, please don’t look at me like that,” he sighed.  “I’m sorry.  I’m not mad or anything.  I just want you to know you’re not a guest here.  Everything I have is yours.”  A look of sorrow came upon his face, and he told her that at least she had an excuse for not remembering.When she asked him what he meant, he explained that it took him until sometime the year prior to finally realize he did not have exclusive ownership over everything.  He had never felt that way about the house because they had chosen it together.  Other than that, however, all was his, his, his, and everything was about him, him, and him.  Tashia smiled slightly at his honesty.  “Anyway,” he continued, “there’s no need of us standing out here getting eaten alive by bugs.”  Tashia did not see any bugs, but she just then noticed how quiet it was there with the only sound being the song of crickets.As he got the suitcase out of the trunk and they walked around to the front door, a late summer night breeze warmed the air.  The coolness at this elevation was significantly more comfortable than the sticky humidity they encountered upon leaving the airport.  The last bit of the season seemed to be hanging on in earnest protest against autumn.As they stood before the front door, Tashia’s eyes did not fail to note how attractive it was with its brass doorknob and the beautifully decorated wreath that had the inscription above it:  “God bless this house and all therein.”  Tony pushed some type of code on his house key, and the door automatically unlocked.  Tashia jumped at the sound of a computerized voice stating, “System disarmed,” and she immediately tried to regain her cover, as her face flushed with embarrassment.  Tony glanced at her with a smirk.  He then opened the door for her, put down the suitcase, and switched on the light.  She was about to pick up her little bag, but she could tell by his warning glance that he did not want her to do that.“I’ll be right back.”  He ran up the stairs with her bags and was back down within less than a half minute.  “I’m going to park the car in the garage,” he said with no evidence of shortness of breath.  Tashia figured maybe he had not parked there in the first place because he wanted her to be able to see this area of the house first.  And when Tashia took in the view, she just stood there awestruck.  Somewhere in the background of her mind, she heard him close the car door, but she was barely cognizant of that.“This is a modern little mansion,” she whispered.  The lighting from the crystal chandelier sparkled down on the marble floor that held specks of gold.  She could almost see herself in it.  The spiral staircase with brass-colored railing sat about twenty feet away from the front door, and she marveled at its glossy appearance, thinking perhaps that the house was new.  The area was incredibly spacious, and the grand piano on the right side of it looked just as much at home there as in a concert hall.  She slowly turned around, trying to take it all in.  “I can’t believe this.”“What can’t you believe?” a voice came from behind her.Tashia’s back stiffened.  “Oh my goodness.  You scared the living daylights out of me!”  Tony had appeared from where she did not know, but apparently he entered through another area of the house because he had not come through the front door.“I’m sorry.  Are you okay?”  She nodded.  “Let me show you around.”“Is this the foyer?”“I don’t know what you’d call it.  You were the one who knew all the names.”“It is huge!  I love that piano.”  There was a wall length brass mirror right in front of it that stretched up to the arched ceiling.  They walked to their left into a room that did not seem to fit the décor of what she had seen thus far.“This is my playroom.  I say mine because you don’t like to come in here much.”  Even with the light on, the room was pretty dark.  There were all the essential elements of a bachelor pad from the floor model television, big fluffy couch, and full stereo/CD system to the wall of fame decorated with trophies, the full selection of video games from the beginning of the video game era until present day, DVDs of old gangster films nearly to the ceiling, the football in the middle of the room, and the bottle half filled with popcorn.  She had seen bottles like that at a sporting goods store in the mall in Indianapolis.  She had wondered if anyone could ever finish all that popcorn, but Tony seemed to be doing a pretty good job.  The room was actually relatively small.  “I’m very loud when I’m in here.”Tashia cocked her eyebrow in wonder at him.  “You’re loud?”  Although he spoke in spurts on the plane, she figured him kind of quiet overall.  More of a thinker than a talker.“Yes.  I love sports, and I love loud music.  That’s why this room is sound proof.”“It’s also very neat.”  He admitted he had his parents’ housekeeper clean a few times while she was gone.  Tashia did most of the cleaning.  He was often gone for most of the day or even for days, so he did not mess up too much.  She had said she did not want anyone else taking care of the house, even one so big, when she could do it herself.  Sometimes he wondered if she were nuts because, try as he sometimes did, he was not the best at helping.  Looking at the size of this place, she now questioned her sanity but knew she would probably say the same thing if asked now.  She just liked to take care of things herself.  She was just a regular girl, and living the life of the rich and possibly famous just did not seem like something to which she could adapt. One thing she was sure of was that she would have never chosen a place like this.  What she had viewed of the house so far was beautiful but too big, too gaudy, and not at all like her.  Tony must have done a great job of getting her to comply with his desires.He opened what appeared to be a heavy steel door, although he didn’t seem to put much effort into opening it.  Behind the door and adjacent to Tony’s playroom was what looked like a mini sound studio.“Wow.  I know you must like this room.”  Now, Tashia thought she had insight into why this guy was so wealthy.  “Are you a recording artist?”“No.  You are.”“What?”“I’m just kidding.  You do like this room, though, because you can sing and make your own CDs.”  Tashia frowned at him doubtfully.  “Actually, sometimes months go by without you coming in here at all.  Matter of fact, the last few years, I don’t know that you’ve hardly stepped foot in the room, but any time you did, you’d turn out something unbelievable.  It’s not that you sell anything.  This is just entertainment for you, but I think you could.  You’re really talented.”  Tashia expressed her thanks.  She had always enjoyed singing, but entering the music business did not interest her in the least.They walked back through and out of the playroom.  Just to the right of the piano was the library.  There was a door on the other side of the library that led downstairs to the basement.  Their offices were down there.  His was enormous, fully equipped with what appeared to be a full financial center.  Hers was cozy and small with simple desk, chair, computer, file cabinet, and row of books.  This room, Tashia liked very much.  The laundry room was also on that level.  On their way back upstairs, she asked him if they used these rooms often.“You use this one a lot,” he said, as they entered the library.  She had not noticed the fireplace the first time.  “You like to sit in here and read your Bible.”“I do?” Tashia was cautiously pleased with this news.“Yes.  You’ll read anywhere, but when it comes to your Bible, you study in here.”  There were a lot of concordances, dictionaries, and study aids in the room, in addition to Christian living books and Christian novels of different sorts.“What do you think of my doing that?”“I think it’s fine.”  She could not tell if it was just fine or if he was glad she did that.  “You got more into getting to know God better over the last few years, and I think that’s good.”  She would have had no hesitation in asking anyone else, but he was different.  She did not have that comfort level with him.  “You’re wondering about me,” he said, reading her again.  “I love God.”  That seemed strange coming from someone like him.  He appeared more like someone who had it all together and would not be able to see where he needed Him.  “You do a much better job with Him than I do, but I’m getting there.”  She was not sure what he meant, and she kept trying to get out the words to ask.  Stuck in her throat, they just would not come.He led her out of the library to the right and straight past the foyer or grand hallway.  The eat-in kitchen was enormous.  To the right and down a couple of steps was the family room.  Tashia could not see what was beyond the adjoining sliding glass door because of the darkness of the night.  She wondered if the door on the side of the family room was to the garage, and then she thought that the garage must be deep and very wide.  To the left of the kitchen, two doors opened up to the dining room, an area that seemed so unnecessary given the enormous kitchen.When they walked back into the kitchen, they took the stairs off the left side of it up to the second floor, but they did not stop there.  He opened up what she thought was a closet door, but it actually led to another shorter set of stairs.  Tashia wondered what could be so impressive in the cellar and an eerie sensation swooped down on her with the thought of going into a dark place like that with him.  Still, with breath held, she walked up the few steps toward the landing.“Oh my goodness!”  This was no cellar.  It was a sauna.  She could clearly see a myriad of stars shining through the sky lighting. On the other side of the sauna’s wood-framed door was an Olympic-sized swimming pool.  There were skylights here too.  Behind the pool and adjoining the sauna was a little shower and change area.  In front of the pool area, through a small doorway, and extending toward the front of the house was an exercise room fully equipped with treadmill, bike, and weight lifting equipment.  Tashia could not utter a word.She followed dumbly out of the exercise room into a hallway.  The wall on the left side of the hallway ended with a small opening between it and the side wall perpendicular to it.  She peered behind the wall and could not suppress her gasp.  It was the living room, simply decorated with white and touches of gold.  This room was not as deep as the exercise room.  However, if it had not been for most of the exercise room only being separated from it by a thick wall, the living room would have extended to the width of the house.  There were huge picture frame windows facing the front of the house.  She was immediately drawn to the photos in the curio.  Many of them were of their wedding, but there was one that pulled at her heart.She looked up at him with tears in her eyes.  “This was just before their last anniversary.  This was right before that trip.”  He nodded.  “I got it blown up and framed, so they could have it as a gift when they got back.”  Tashia shook her head, grief gripping her spirit.  “They never saw it.”“I know.  I’m sorry.”“L-let’s go downstairs.  I think I want to unpack and get ready for bed now.”They went back into the hallway and down stairs that spiraled all the way down to grand hallway on the first level.  They stopped before then, however, and found themselves in a much larger hallway on the second floor.  The guest room was about ten feet in front of them, but they went to their right first.  The master bedroom had a fireplace, adjoining deck, and bathroom with bathtub one stepped up into in addition to a separate glass enclosed shower.  Her suitcase was on the bed, obviously already laid out by Tony.  They left the room.  There was another bathroom opposite and approximately diagonal to the guest room in the hallway.  This one had a Jacuzzi tub.  Tashia could not ascertain what the fairly small room was on the opposite side of the hallway from the master bedroom, but only knew that there was just a lot of clutter in there, quite the paradox to the rest of the house.Finally, they did come to the guest room.  Their last stop.  “Tony, this is my bed!” Tashia exclaimed.“This used to be our bed when we lived in North Carolina.”  She did not immediately hear him, but when she did, her body tensed.“My parents slept in it,” she remarked.  After saying so, Tashia realized he must have known that.  When they died, Aunt Gladys moved in with her.  Tashia would sleep in her parents’ room in their queen-sized bed.  Tony explained to her that when they first got married, she insisted that the bed come along with her.  When they moved around the first few years of their marriage, the bed traveled too.  She finally relented and agreed to put it in the guest room.  “I can sleep in here if you want,” she offered.“I want whatever makes you feel comfortable.  I’m fine being in here.  I just thought maybe you would like being in the master bedroom.  It’s spacious.  You spent a whole lot of time in there, so maybe something will come back.”“This whole place is spacious,” Tashia commented.  Her sideway gaze at the bed was lengthy.  “Maybe,” she said, biting her lip, “I should stay in there.  It feels good but hurtful at the same time seeing these things.  I’ve been missing my parents so much these last few weeks.  I’m not sure I need anything to help me miss them more.”  Tashia was quiet for many seconds, and Tony examined her face carefully as he frowned.  Finally, she asked him, “Did I always miss them?”“Always,” he said and nodded his head in confirmation.  “You never stopped, and sometimes you would miss them like crazy.”“So the pain never went away?”“I think it softened, but it was there when you really thought about them.  It probably just wasn’t as bad as in the beginning.  That’s what you told me anyway.”Tashia sat down gingerly on the bed, closed her eyes, and ran her hands across the covers.  A soft smile came upon her lips, but there was an ache in her heart.  “It feels the same.”  He did not respond, but that was okay because she really was not talking to him anyhow.Tashia got up and walked into what was now going to be her room.  Tony followed.  “This is a real nice house,” she said, trying to pull her mind out of its compelling sadness.  “Actually, it’s incredibly beautiful.”“You don’t think it’s too uppity?” Tony asked with a subtle laugh, and, although she did not know why, she joined him.“No, not at all.  It’s big, but it’s not overdone.”  Honestly, her first thoughts were that it was, but she began to see the home differently as they continued the tour.  “I don’t think when I look at it that whoever designed it had money for the first time and didn’t know what to do with it.”“That’s good because the whole layout with the exception of the playroom was your idea.”“Oh come now,” she said with a shake of her head at his attempt at jest.  He told her that he was not kidding.  “I can’t believe that.  I am not creative.  And even if I were, I wouldn’t have come up with something like this.”  A two-bedroom cottage maybe but never this.“You might not be wrong about much, but you’re wrong about that.”“I mean, if you give me a song to sing, I can sing it, but I couldn’t make it up myself any more than I could plan a home.”“Well, you did, and you were only seventeen at the time.”Tashia looked at him blankly for a few seconds until she regained her ability to speak.  “We got married when I was 17?” she asked with much hoarseness to her voice.  He nodded.  Her Aunt Gladys signed for her to get married.  That meant that he was about three years younger than she was at the moment.  That was young enough but her?  “I can’t believe I did that.  I’m a kid.  I mean I was a kid.  Seventeen?”She paused for a moment with the feeling of her head beginning to swim.  “Tony,” she said, as she placed her hand on her forehead, “I hope you don’t mind, but I just want to get ready for bed now.  I have a little headache.”“It’s okay.  I’ll leave.  I hope you feel better.”  And with that, he closed the door and was gone.  Tashia called Evan and Kara.  She had already reaffirmed with Tony that he did not mind.  It was late, although one hour earlier in Indiana.  It was also long distance, so they only spoke for a few minutes.  He probably had an unlimited calls plan like everyone else, but she could not assume.  And even though she realized phone bills were probably the least of his concerns, she did not want to take advantage nor could she see spending a bunch of someone else’s money needlessly.After she got off the phone, she got ready for bed and climbed in for what she hoped would be a good night’s sleep.  Almost as soon as she got in the bed, she climbed back out and got on her knees.  She prayed for her safety, for strength, and for wisdom.  She was overwhelmed.  Little girl.  Big life.  She did not know how she was going to adjust.Chapter VIA barrage of unfamiliar echoes stormed into Tashia’s ears.  Her eyes were knit shut to avoid the inevitable.  She felt herself sinking lower and lower, as if she were about to enter an endless abyss.“Tashia!”  The urgent voice catapulted her into full consciousness and she shot straight up in bed, eyes nearly bulging out of her head.  Sweat pouring down her face, neck, and back, she shivered uncontrollably.  Someone was on the bed with her, grabbing her by the shoulders.  She scrambled away from him and grasped the covers to her.  “Are you all right?” came Tony’s urgent, deep voice.She looked around the room wildly and then focused again on him.  “What are you doing in here?” she demanded, shaking all the more frantically now.“I came in to check on you because you were moaning and groaning so loudly you woke me.  Were you having a bad dream?” he asked, voice heavy with anxiety.Tashia heaved a deep breath followed by several smaller.  “I don’t know,” she finally replied.  “I’m okay now.  You can go back to bed.”  He did not move except to reach over her to turn on the light.  She could now see the deep frown deeply impressed in his brow.  He kept staring in her eyes, as if he were searching for answers.  She had none for herself let alone him.  Tashia kept looking away, but something about his mere essence made her come back to him.  It certainly was not comfort.  In fact, she was now drenched with perspiration beyond that with which she had awakened.  “Tony, please say something.  Why are you looking at me that way?”He reached out as if to touch her hair but then retracted his hand.  “Tashia, you did the same thing the night before you disappeared,” he said with unexpected tremble to his voice.He had her attention now.  “What?”  “I woke up because I heard something funny.  You were moaning and groaning then too.  I turned on the light and saw that you were crying...hysterically.  You do make a lot of incoherent sounds in your sleep, but this was different.  You sounded as if you were in pain.  I’d never heard you or seen you like that when you were sleeping.  I haven’t even seen you that way that much when you’ve been awake.”  He did not say anything more, and her heart palpated with anxiety as she waited.“So,” she questioned, losing her patience, “what happened?”He explained that when he got her to wake up, she would not tell him what was wrong.  No matter what, she just would not divulge anything.  It had never been that way before.  Tashia suspected that was because he could always get her to answer him, which he confirmed.“Well...yes.  I guess I can kind of badger you until you do what I want.”  Tashia did not like the little of what she was learning of their marriage relationship one bit.  “I’m not proud of it, but it’s honest.“Anyway, you seemed fine the next morning.  I went to work.  I thought you did too, but, from what I hear, you never made it.  And I didn’t see you again until today.  Well, I guess yesterday.”  She glanced at the clock.  It was 3:27 a.m.“And no one has any idea why I was so upset?”“Not that I know of.  What was wrong just now?”  She relayed to him the sensation of intense cold she had experienced when he woke her.  “But you were groaning before I even came into the room.” “Then I don’t know what it was.”With what seemed to her a strangely abrupt change of topic, Tony informed her that they needed to go to the doctor the following morning.  He was going to see if she could make Tashia her first appointment.  Tashia chose not to share with him that she got the impression that he would be able to convince the physician without much difficulty.  It just appeared that he was the type who had a means of getting his way.Tony’s next words offered no validation of her perception.  He thought she would probably see her because she liked her so much, and she was quite worried about her.“Did she know that I was gone?  What’s her name?”“Teresa Sharp.”  Of course, Tashia did not remember her.  It made no sense that she would even ask.  She could not remember anyone or anything.  Peering at her for a moment with lessened yet continued worry on his brow, he asked her what was wrong.Tashia realized she had been biting her lip and he must have picked up on her stress.  “I don’t want to go back to sleep right now.”  He offered to stay up with her if she wanted.  Actually, a great part of her would have preferred that he did not, but she concurred because of the discomfort of being alone.  “Okay,” she said hesitantly, “but please turn around for a second.”  While he did, she put on her robe that was sitting on the bed and sat on top of the covers.  “You can turn around.”“Oh.  Is that a new robe?”“I got it in Indiana.  You don’t like it?”“It’s okay.”  It was flannel.  They couldn’t afford to get her anything more expensive.  “It looks a little warm for this time of year.  Then again, you were always chilly.  Is the air on too high?”She said no.  The flannel robe was perfect for the temperature.  She must have other clothes, but she had not looked at them yet.  That would wait until morning...later morning.He began to sit up on one end of the bed with his back against the silver iron footboard but Tashia could not hide in her visage the strong discomfort of him sitting on the same bed where she was.  He got up then planted himself in the love seat on the opposite wall.  She sighed internally as she sat grossly diagonal from him against the silver iron headboard.  She could not help but worry, however, about his internal reaction, given she had shown distress about him being on his own bed.  She chose to push down her unease, as he didn’t seem irritated and, if he was, there would be no way for her to detect it anyway.Even at this distance, it was no thrill him being in the room with her, but she was sure she would not have returned to sleep knowing that she had not asked him all the questions she had about her past...their past.  Quite surprisingly, they wound up engaging in conversation for a good hour, him letting her in on this very thing.  Where he started in conversation, however, was with the present.Folding his arms across his chest, he smiled smugly and asked, “So, what about this Evan?”  Tashia looked at him questioningly.  “You really like him, don’t you?”She almost laughed and decided to bait him.  “And what if I did? How would that make you feel?”She wished she could take back the joke when she noticed his fists clenching as his face tightened.  Nostrils flaring, he answered, “Very, very jealous.”  This guy had to be putting on some act.  Well...maybe he was.  He just seemed too self-assured for that type of reaction.  Tashia noticed that his hands were squeezing his arms.  He was too unpredictable.  She could not think of a smooth way to get him to leave but now she wished she had not taken him up on his offer.  Relieving his guard-like posture and clearing his throat, he said, “I do understand, though.  He seems like a very nice guy, and you didn’t know I existed.”Tashia nodded.  In fact, she had not.  She also understood where this conversation was going, but before she asked her question, she let him know, “E-Evan has been a real good friend to me.  Only a friend.”  He just stared at her with no expression.  Creepy.  Oh, she definitely should have never accepted his invitation to stay with her.  “So you’re not going to want me to see them, are you?”“Frankly, no.  Not for now.  I would at least want you to get to know me again.  This is not the type of competition I like.”  She began to insist again that there was no competition, but he scoffed.  She did remind him that he had invited Evan and Kara to visit.  “I know what I told them, and I meant it.  I still do.  I will always be grateful for what they did for you, but I didn’t mean I wanted them to come out here right away.”  Tony glanced away for a second and then looked back at her.  “Do you think that’s unfair?”Tashia, surprised he asked, hesitated then answered slowly, “Well, no, I guess it’s not, but...”  He continued to look at her fixedly.  She whispered, “Would you mind me calling sometime?”“Sometime is all right.”Tashia got the sudden oppressive suspicion that perhaps he was the type of man who wanted to keep her isolated.  It could be that he had no concern about “competition” at all.  She wondered how he’d take to her seeing her family.  He had to be out of the house sometime, and she was going to take her first opportunity to call them.  If he was some type of nut that wanted her barred behind this fortress of a place he called a house, she would take the first thing running to the safest people she could find.Tony was watching her oddly and Tashia realized she was breathing kind of hard.  She decided to say, “I guess if I’m going to get used to my new life, I have to put the old behind for a while, at least to some extent.  Or should I call this my new old life?” She sighed then forced a smile.He returned the smile with a sort of tenderness and with another unexpected change in conversation, he told her she made him feel good.  ‘Come on Tashia.  This guy might be all right.  Give him a chance.’  She would but at the same time, she was not completely putting her guard down for one second.  She just did not have to make her caution so obvious to him.  Tashia took a deep breath then asked him to elaborate.  He claimed she just made him laugh a lot.  Tashia delved a bit more, however, and found that was not always the case.There had not been a lot of laughter between them for practically the whole of their marriage, for seven years.  They had their share of good times, but as time wore on, they became progressively fewer and farther between.  Tashia looked down at the maroon comforter gathered around her.  This was surely not the news she’d sought.  She did not want to reenter a marriage that had gone sour.  “Tashia,” Tony assured with a voice so soft and tender, “don’t worry.”  She looked up at him and the gentle, warm smile on his lips temporary stilled her breath.  At that moment, she thought she might be able to fall in love with this guy and a chill ran through her at the thought.  How absurd.  She had not known him...or at least she did not remember knowing him even 24 full hours.  He told her that things had gotten better over the last year, but she wanted to know what the problem was in the first place.From Tony’s spin, they did not communicate very well with each other for quite some time. Actually, that was not such of a problem for Tashia, but communicating, or more specifically, listening, was not Tony’s strong suit.  As he told it, he was self-absorbed and had entered the marriage wanting to enjoy what she could do for him.  If anyone had asked him a couple of years back, however, he would have said the problem was that he was trying as hard as he could but his wife just did not appreciate anything.When he did not continue, she asked if he could be a little more specific.  “Oh, I can be a lot more specific.” More so, she wanted to know how they first met and for him to tie the rest in if it fit.He chuckled.  “It all fits.”“I’ve just been wanting to know how it is we got together.  It seems weird that a girl like me would wind up with a guy like you.”“It might, but it was the most natural thing in the world.”Nine years back, Tony’s father was working for the Department of Defense in Washington, D.C.  He still was.  Although Tony was finishing up his masters in finance and international affairs, his father had secured a job for him at the Department.  Their main duties in conjunction with many other people were to ensure the safety of Americans in other countries and to make relations between the U.S. and other nations amenable, particularly in terms of the economic part of the spectrum.Tashia’s eyes shifted away from his, as she tried to decipher what he had just said.  Finally, she let out a little laugh and asked, “Huh?”“It’s kind of hard to explain.  Even I don’t always completely understand my job, but let’s just say I deal with national security.  Computers, prevention of hacking, making sure leaders in other countries are happy, stuff like that.”She sat very still for a moment, as she again tried to comprehend his Greek.  Finally, she inquired, “Do you work with the President?  Like his Secretary of...I don’t know what.”Tony burst out laughing and she could not help but grin with surprise.  “I’ve never seen the President in my life.”At the time that he met Tashia, Tony and his father were working on a project that involved international stocks.  There was a cancer research fundraiser in North Carolina.  Tony and his father went there to invest in the research, as well as to secure investors.  There were many major stockholders at that fundraiser, and they needed proponents to help fund the project.  They met with success that night, but the biggest success for Tony was meeting Tashia.  Her Aunt Gladys, who had been working tirelessly as a lab assistant in the research for a cure for cancer for years, was invited to the event, and she brought Tashia with her.“There were a lot of glamorous young ladies there, but you were different.”“I wasn’t glamorous,” she joked halfheartedly.“You caught my eye right away.  You had the same sweet innocent little face you have now.”“Don’t tell me our relationship started off based on physical attraction.  You saw me across a crowded room and all that stuff.”“You think that’s shallow, don’t you?”“I don’t know,” she said, shrugging.  “Maybe.”  It did not matter anyhow.  There could be no way a guy like him could be physically attracted to a girl like her.  Tashia was by no means ugly.  She had an attractiveness to her plainness.  She found herself slightly good-looking but she held no pizzazz.  Tony insisted he was drawn in by her violet eyes, her sweet demeanor, and how she nicely filled out the red dress she wore.  Tashia giggled inside.  ‘Filled out was probably right.’  But she knew her figure was a little better than decent.  She decided to continue to give him the benefit of the doubt, as if he possibly could be telling the truth.The attraction he claimed he had for her was not mutual.  She did think him handsome, but she wondered if he were just as pretentious as the others in the group.  What really interested her was how easy he was to talk to.“You were?” she expressed with raised eyebrows.“Real shocker, huh?  I was very nervous about going over to talk to you.”  Now Tashia could not help but laugh.  She might have been naïve in some ways but she was not completely gullible.  “I don’t mean to be stereotypical.  Just because a girl is glamorous does not mean she’s an airhead, but a lot of those girls there did not have that much to offer upstairs.”“That does sound like a stereotype.”“No, really I’m not doing that.  Just before I met you, I had just broken off an engagement with someone who had a perfect face, perfect little figure, perfect bank account, and brilliant mind.  It would have been perfect for our families if we had married, but we did not love each other.”“So it must not have hurt very much when you broke up.”“It did because I liked her a lot, but it wouldn’t have been the right thing to do.  Some of those other women that night had plenty to offer, but you just looked real.  You also looked really young, so I was confused why you seemed to carry yourself so maturely until something slipped in conversation with your aunt about your age.  You seemed as if you were a genuine person, and I really wanted to find out if that was true.  I was afraid, though, that you would tell me, albeit sweetly, you were not interested in talking to me.”“Why were you worried I’d say that?”“A man’s greatest fear is rejection, and I saw you politely dismissing plenty of others who had come your way during the evening.”  Okay.  This guy was too much.  She had wanted to try to accept his words as true, but she had never been at the center of attention.  In fact, she had never even been at the side of attention.  If she had the opportunity to dismiss one guy, that would be one more than she would have imagined.  “You might have seen me as being as unreal as they come.  Why would you be interested in that?  You did say when you saw me approaching you that was the thought that entered your mind.”If this last statement were true, she guessed she was the one stereotyping.  Tashia realized she had done that to him that day as well.  Something within her hoped that he was not as he had first appeared.Tony did not recall what he had said to her, but whatever it was persuaded her to speak with him.  “I think I just told you what I thought when I saw you and why I was frightened to approach you.  You looked up at me with those beautiful eyes and nothing bad followed that sweet smile.”  Tashia blushed under his steady gaze.  “You said you would be very pleased to talk to me.”  Strange words but if she had spoken in that way, she imagined she probably did not know what to say to him.“It must have been your honesty and vulnerability that got to me.”“That is what you’ve said.  I was supposed to be working the room, for clients that is, but we talked for hours.  You probably can’t tell right now, but I don’t usually talk very much.  I could have spent that whole night talking to you.”  Tashia smiled to herself.  She could indeed tell that he was no chatterbox.  If there was anything she could discern about him, that was it.She confessed that she had made her last statement in jest because she did not think he was being honest now.  To which, he looked at her with his eyebrows arched in a confused frown.  “Look at me,” she said, pointing to herself.  “Look at you.  Guys like you aren’t drawn to smiles of girls like me.”  He again stared at her in silence and she quickly recanted, “I mean, it-it’s possible that you were, but... I’m sorry.  Go on.”He sighed heavily for a moment, continued to watch her with his lips pursed together, and then finally continued.He and his folks wound up going down to North Carolina within the next couple of weeks to head up the development of a new business down there, but what was most pressing in his mind was being able to get close to her.  The business was never born.  They got married a couple of months before she graduated.  He actually finished his grad work, although that meant he often was not at home.  Tashia went to school down in North Carolina for one semester and then Tony got an assignment in New York.  He told her that she could stay in North Carolina to finish her schooling, but she wanted to go with him.Tashia finished undergrad in three years, but it was difficult for her up north.  Tony had grown up in New York and New Jersey, so he had his friends.  He actually never needed that many, but Tashia certainly ached for some.  She never had many but the few she had were treasured.  First, she had to leave her friends who she had known for years and when she finally had some good relationships up there, he needed to move again.  Tashia had done over a year toward her Masters in Education by then.  She said she did not resent him for it, but he always wondered if she did without consciously knowing it.“For what?  Having to move to Baltimore?”“Yes.  You got so involved with helping me that you never returned to school.”Tashia felt the same pain in her heart that she had felt on the plane.  “I was supposed to do that for my parents.”“I know.  It got where you were doing it for yourself, too, but I didn’t urge you enough to continue until just recently.”“Is that what you meant when you said you were self-absorbed?”“Partially.”“So we weren’t very happy,” she stated plainly and with sad acceptance.“To tell you the truth, I wasn’t that unhappy most of the time, but you were.  I had a great wife, a career I enjoyed, food on the table when I got home, and all the luxuries of life I could want.  What angered me was what I then thought of as your nagging.  I would come home from a long day at work or a long business trip, and you would want to spend time with me.  I didn’t have anything to give right then.  I just wanted to go in my playroom and eat the food you’d prepared for me without all that social interaction.  I’d been interacting all day and it wore on me.  The more you talked to me about it, the more I would retreat.  Eventually, you stopped talking about it, but you did not look happy.“I did want to make you happy, Tashia,” he insisted, as he leaned forward in his seat.  “I really did.  Your friends would say what a wonderful husband you had.  I heard them.  You would smile, but you wouldn’t say anything.  You were not agreeing with them, and I knew it.”They thought he was terrific because he would shower her with flowers and gifts.  He complimented her in front of them, something they probably desired from their husbands.  Tashia needed more from him.  She needed the compliments when there was no one there to hear except her and not the digs that he would habitually give.  Tashia nodded.  “I would have appreciated the public ones much more then.”“That’s right.  I didn’t understand that then.  I thought I was a great husband.  You worked too, but you didn’t have to.  I provided for you.  I gave you what other wives wanted.  What was your problem?  And you were so cold in the bedroom.”  Tashia felt a shiver go down her spine.  She did not want to hear about that.  “It was as if you didn’t want me to touch you, so I stopped.”“You said it was like this for seven years?!”  A marriage that frigid for so long seemed impossible to endure.“It was gradual.  It didn’t get like that overnight, and I don’t even know if I could pinpoint when it started.  I think it is the subtle things that get to you and become enormous while you’re not looking.”“When...when did things change?  Have they?”Tony smiled warmly.  “Yes, they have.”He had become so put out with her perpetual sadness that one night he just yelled at her.“What is wrong with you?!  I think it was almost better when you were complaining.  Tashia, I have done everything I can.  I take you away.  We go out.  I give you gifts.  I take care of you.  What do you want from me?!”She whispered under her breath, as if her answer was not going to matter to him.  She said she wanted to know that he loved her, and she wanted him to stop hurting her.His blood began boiling and he was about to verbally release the full weight of his fury, but then the strangest thing happened.  Probably for the first time in a very long time, he finally saw her face.  He really saw her.  He saw the hurt and the pain.  She was not just a spoiled brat who went around sulking whenever she could not get her way.  His wife was in utter turmoil.  They talked for a very long time, and Tony actually listened.“I had always gotten my defenses up without knowing it, and I hadn’t understood you.  You weren’t asking for something you just wanted.  This was something you needed.  I thought I had been showing you I loved you, but I wasn’t.  Those things didn’t speak love to you.  And I didn’t realize that I hadn’t said I loved you in years.  When we were dating, I would tell you all the time.  I would talk to you and listen to you.  After that, I would have thought you knew.  When you said you didn’t, I thought you were being childish and ridiculous.  How could you not know?  Why else would I have married you?”“So you’re not the most emotion ridden guy,” Tashia observed. “No.  Not really.  I’m more practical and analytical.”“That doesn’t sound at all like me.”“You’re wise though,” Tony said, nodding decisively.  “You stopped hitting your head against a brick wall, and you started praying.  I still haven’t fully been the answer to your prayers, but I’m really trying.  As long as I have breath in my lungs, I will ask God for the strength to be the husband you need.”Tashia’s heart melted right then, and she felt a tingly, warm feeling inside.  She found herself hoping again that he really was okay.  He was really starting to get to her.“You don’t know me very well right now, but I’m going to do something that isn’t easy for me.  I’m going to open up to you.  It’s not that it’s hard opening up to you in particular.  I’m that way with everybody.  Do you remember how you said it is hard to read me?”  She nodded.  “Just ask me.  That used to really annoy me when you asked me what I was thinking.  I was thinking, so I didn’t want to be interrupted.  It’s different now.  I want you to know me.  Ask me as many times as you need.  Eventually, you’ll know.”“Always?”“Not always, but you can ask those few times you don’t know.“Listen.  You’d better get to sleep.  I’m going to see if Dr. Sharp can see you at 7:30, so we’ll have to get up by 6.”Tashia forced herself to sit up straighter in bed, although it seemed that a weight was trying to pull her back down.  “I wanted to know about my job and my friends and my life.  I want to know about your parents and my family.  I’m sorry,” Tashia recanted.  “Our family.”“I know you have so many questions, and I’ll answer them as best as I can.  Just not now.  You’re starting to slur your words.”  Her tongue did feel like lead.  “Get under the covers.”  She did and then she took off her robe.  He was smiling as he was tucking her in and a strange, not completely unwelcome warmth wrapped around her.“What is it?” she asked.“I was just wondering if you were wearing a flannel nightgown.”She shook her head slightly, but she was certainly not going to tell him and most definitely not going to show him what she was wearing.  Tashia could not keep her eyes open.  She heard him say good night.  She tried to open her mouth to respond, but nothing happened.  He would understand.  He seemed to know so much about her.  Maybe one day she would know him too.“I can’t take it!  I just can’t take it!”  Tashia and Tony were standing in the hallway outside of the doctor’s office, and Tashia’s body was literally pressed against the wall.  She felt as if she were bruising her hands, but she could not remove them.  This contact was keeping her from reeling on the outside, as she was doing on the inside.Their day had started at 6 a.m.  Dr. Sharp saw her at 7:15.  It was now four in the afternoon.  In all actuality, everything was moved through pretty quickly because they might have otherwise had to wait a day or two to be seen and possibly even longer to get the results they needed.  Nonetheless, it had been a very long day.After a battery of tests, they went back to Dr. Sharp’s office early that afternoon.  “I’m referring you to someone who has a great deal more expertise in this area than I do.  Tashia, I don’t know how to tell you this, but I don’t see where you had a brain injury.  The neurologist concurs.”Tony asked what she meant.  She took out a book, and showed them several pictures of CT-scans.  “Basically, when you have an insult to the brain because of some type of trauma, a lesion should show up on a CT-scan.  Your skull protects your brain, but sometimes a force from something, such as a blunt object or your head hitting the ground in a car accident, can cause injury to the brain.  That is what would be called a traumatic brain injury.”  Tashia nodded.  She followed her more or less up to that point.  “When someone has a brain injury, they often will lose their memory, as you have.  We know how someone sustained one by report from people at the scene.”“Because the person who has the injury wouldn’t remember.”“Right Tashia.  Exactly.  We know where the injury occurred on the brain by looking at these lesions,” she further explained, pointing to white and dark areas on the CT-scans, “and this gives us some indication as to why the person is presenting with certain symptoms.  For example, if someone were to have a lesion here, it is very likely they might have significant personality changes.  If the lesion were here, their balance would probably be off a great deal.  Does this all make sense?”Both Tashia and Tony said that it did.“Good.  Now, sometimes everything does not show up on a CT-scan or even repeat ones.  That’s why, when you agreed to the MRI, we did it.  The technology is even more advanced.  Let me show you the films.”  They stood while she put them on what looked like an x-ray viewing board.  “Nothing is showing up on any of these.”  She showed them the book to compare.  Tony asked if what they were looking at in the book very much resembled what they would see if those CT-scan and MRI films were actually in her hand.  “Yes.  If we had them here, we would see exactly what you’re seeing now.”“Can someone have a brain injury from something other than a blunt object or a car accident?” he asked.  “Does the injury always have to be traumatic?”“No, it doesn’t Tony.  There is something called an anoxic brain injury.  That means the brain does not get oxygen for a period of time.  That occurs often in near drownings.”“Maybe that’s what happened to me.”The doctor shook her head and sighed.  “You look a lot better physically than the patients I’ve seen with anoxic brain injuries.  Let’s sit back down.”Tashia complied, but Tony remained on his feet.  “What’s the bottom line Teresa?”“The bottom line is, in my professional albeit not expert opinion, Tashia has had no brain injury.”“None?” Tashia asked.  This disheartened her with the disquieting feeling that something bad must be coming.“No.  In one sense that is very good.  If I’m correct, however, the question is why you have lost your memory.  Your loss of memory pattern follows that of someone who has had trauma but not physical.”  Tashia felt the muscles in her neck and back starting to stiffen.  Tony did sit now and sat down close to her.  “It seems that you’ve suffered some type of psychological trauma.”“Then no one has hurt me?” she asked, trying to absorb this.“No, I’m not saying that.  If I’m correct, something has happened to hurt you.  Maybe someone harmed you physically, but that did not cause a physical trauma to your brain.  I think something has hurt you so badly emotionally that you are blocking it out.”“Why would I do that?”“It’s a means of protection.”“But she doesn’t remember anything from the last nine years.  We met nine years ago.”“That doesn’t mean Tashia is trying to block you out Tony,” Dr. Sharp remarked with a soft, compassionate smile.  She leaned back in her swivel chair and placed her hand under her chin for several seconds, as she thought.  “Can you think of anything else that occurred at that time that she might need to forget?”  Tashia looked at him for the answer too, but he just shook his head.  Dr. Sharp said she was referring Tashia to a psychiatrist, Dr. Andrews, an expert in the area.  She placed a call to his office, scribbled down the information, and then handed the paper to Tony.  Before seeing them out, Tony asked her if she was certain about her findings.“I’m not sure, but I’m pretty positive.  There was no physical trauma that I can see, and the memory pattern...I would be very surprised if he thought differently.”He did not.  He completely concurred.  Tashia literally shook in her seat when Dr. Andrews announced his conclusion.  Up until now, despite what Chona had said about her not thinking Tashia had suffered an anoxic brain injury, she believed her loss of memory was at least partially the result of something physical.  She did realize that there was probably a psychological component, whereby she was unconsciously trying to maintain a loss of recollection of certain matters.  As far as she knew, however, the reason for memory loss at all was the physical trauma.  Now it was not.  Questions rained down on her again, with her not knowing what could have happened that was so horrible that she would block out nine years of her life, if her memory would ever return, and how she would handle it if it did.Now it all seemed to fit.  Tashia had not gone to the police, a doctor, or even her family for help.  Sure, she tried to find her family.  Sure, she wanted to find her family, but she had not made any major effort even where they were concerned.  Anyone who could really help she had avoided and now she thought she knew why.  While she tried to convince herself that her lack of anxiety related to her situation was because of Mrs. Reynolds’ reassurance that everything would be all right, deep down, she knew that wasn’t the whole of the story.  For whatever reason, she was too afraid to remember.As she and Tony sat across from the psychiatrist and she slowly recovered from the confirmation that what Dr. Sharp had hypothesized was true, Tashia was able to focus enough to ask Dr. Andrews a question.  “Do you think...” she queried in hushed tone, “could it be that I’ve forgotten because I was too weak to deal with what happened to me?”  Tashia sat with her hands clenched together and her toes curled in her shoes, as she waited for his answer.  He provided the indirect answer that when a person is not strong enough to deal with something he tends to hide it away in the recesses of his mind.“So you’re saying she’s weak,” Tony said with no indecisiveness to his challenge.  He did not raise his voice, but the tone was threatening.Dr. Andrews responded almost meekly, “It is a sign of weakness, yes.”“She is not weak,” he defended, eyes boring holes into the psychiatrist’s.“I-I’m just saying she has a weakness in her emotional state.  She cannot handle her life right now, s-so she is retreating.”“Like I said, Tashia is not weak.  Am I misunderstanding you, or are you saying something different?”  Tony would not blink, but the doctor did continually, barely managing to maintain eye contact with him.Tony’s deadly tone brought rising tension throughout Tashia’s body, and it was apparent that Dr. Andrews was just as unnerved as she was.  Yet, he answered, “You understand me correctly.”“Tashia traveled over several states just yesterday to come home with a man she didn’t even know.  She was scared to death, and rightfully so, but she came anyway.”“I have to admit that takes a lot of character.  Mr. Gerard, would you consider yourself the domineering type?”Tony shot to his feet and Tashia jumped in her seat.  The psychiatrist gripped his desk with his fingertips and he appeared to be forcing himself to keep his gaze on the irate man.  “What is that supposed to mean?” he grumbled with low, menacing voice.  Tashia had not been able to read Tony before, but a complete stranger would be able to clearly see he was enraged now.“C-could you think of any reason why your wife would not want to remember the last seven and a half years?”His dark eyes were piercing caverns into Dr. Andrews’, whose flinched.Tony breathed very deeply through his nostrils two times and then finally opened his mouth to answer.  “Nine years.  Look, doctor,” he began with sarcastic inflection to the last word, “we came here because Dr. Sharp highly recommended you.  Out of respect for her and my wife, I will refrain from letting you know what I’m really thinking of you right now.  I will say, however, that I would think you would cease from making judgments until the time when and if you get the full picture.”  At that point, he flashed a look at Tashia, brief as it was, that sent her grabbing at her seat.  She could not remember ever seeing such fire in anyone’s eyes.  She knew...she hoped it could not be directed toward her.  He released his glare on her, and Tashia could not help but let out a thankful sigh.  “If Tashia decides she wants to be under your care, I will support her.  I will not encourage it, however.”  Tony slowly took his seat again, not taking his eyes off his nemesis for a second.  He tapped his fingers on the doctor’s desk a few times, staring at him with his eyebrows raised and jaw taut before leaning back in his seat with his arms folded across his chest.  “What do you propose to do to help her?” he interrogated.Tashia’s head swam from all the potential components to treatment.  He talked about hypnosis, but she was opposed to the idea.  Although Dr. Andrews tried to assure her that she could remain in full control in a situation like that, she could not see that as being true.  The thought of an altered state of consciousness honestly deeply disturbed her.  As he continued to run down options, she began grasping on to the chair armrests, and she saw him watching her.  She could not help it.  ‘This man thinks I’m crazy.  Am I?!’Tashia’s head throbbed with intensity at the flood of thoughts, at the possibilities, as she clung onto the wall outside of Dr. Andrews’ office.  She did not understand.  So certain prior that someone was after her, now she had no clue if this was the case or if something so horrid happened between Tony and her that she had obliterated her whole life with him out of her mind.  Tashia would have never thought of herself as someone who could not deal with the harsh realities of life.  She had been doing so from childhood.  Something really horrible must have happened.  Something unbelievably horrible.   “My head is about to explode.  I can’t take this.”  She was not talking to anyone in particular, but yet she asked, “What is wrong with me?”Tony turned her toward him and held her firmly by the shoulders.  “You can take this,” he said and stared at her pointedly.“No, I can’t.  You heard him.  I’m weak,” she cried.“You are not weak!”  This time he raised his voice beyond the constant low volume she had heard thus far, and she shuddered.  “I’m sorry.  I’m so sorry.  If, and I stress if, you have really blocked things out, we’ll find out why together.  We are in this together Tashia.  You will not be alone.”She looked at him and wondered if the worry that seemed to be etched all over his face was a real portrayal of what was going on inside.  Oh, if he really cared and this was not just an act to draw her into trusting him.  She really needed help now, and maybe God would use him.  Still, she could not get the look he had flashed at her in Dr. Andrews’ office out of her mind.  Either he had a genuine heart of compassion or he was the monster he had first appeared to be.  She had no choice but to try to trust him.  She had no one else.“I am so confused.  I am so frightened.  What am I going to do?”“We’ll figure it out,” he said gently, as he wiped away the tear that was sliding down her cheek.  “It won’t be easy, but we will.  Come on.  Let’s go home.”  He offered his hand.  She did not take it, but she walked beside him.  He stopped short in his tracks and Tashia held her breath.  He looked straight ahead but he spoke to her, his words coming out with a mumble.  “If you knew how I was before this you’d probably be very surprised by the next words out of my mouth.”“What words?” she asked, her heart beating a little faster.“I’m praying for you.”  Tashia smiled.  Those were beautiful words.  Just what she needed...but she did not know how to take them coming from him.Tashia thought when they got back to the house she would soon be sleeping to ease the pain in her head, but that was not what occurred.  She was on the phone for hours, but Tony said he did not mind at all.  The talk actually soothed her mind and alleviated much of her physical pain.She spoke with her aunts, uncles, and cousins on her mother’s side in Bainbridge, Georgia.  It would have been nice to hear Grandpop’s reassuring voice or Grandma Connie’s wisdom.  Grandma had died unexpectedly in a car accident and Grandpop was gone less than a year later.  The love of his life had gone home and he just didn’t seem to want to stick around any longer.  He did not seem depressed but they all knew his joy would be greatest when he saw “my Jesus”.  And “my Connie”.  God granted his desire.  That was when Tashia was 14 years old.  Her parents were gone just a couple of years later.Now that she was actually getting to speak to her family, she realized how much she missed them.  Tashia supposed that because the family members on her mother’s side had been so deeply supportive of her nuclear family in all their trials, it was the most natural thing in the world for her to be so close to them.  Besides, there was so much comfort in finally talking to people with whom she shared rich memories instead of new friends or her husband, a complete stranger.She was deeply engrossed in her conversation with her Aunt Kyana when a call came in on the other line.  The man said it was “Dad”, and she absently handed the phone to Tony, who had just walked into the library.  She then realized what he had said, and her heart stopped for a moment.  That must be Tony’s father.  “What could I have been thinking? Oh my goodness.  That’s my father-in-law.”  Tony looked at her but then returned to his conversation, apparently realizing she was talking to herself.  Self-conscious, she kept her thoughts to herself even though she knew he must be used to this from her.  ‘I didn’t even say anything to him.  I hope he doesn’t think I’m being rude.’Tashia got up from her seat and walked over near the bookcase where Tony was standing.  She waved her hand at him in an attempt to get his attention so he could tell his father she had not realized who was calling, as well as to let him know her aunt was still on the other line, but he did not look her way.  He was obviously trying very hard to maintain his patience, and he was no longer talking to his father.  He spoke very softly and slowly.“Mom, I know you want to come over here, but I told you today is not good.  I will talk to Tashia, and maybe you can come over tomorrow.”  He paused, while his mother evidently said a few words.  “I know you don’t understand.  I’m sorry about that too, but we have had a very, very long day.  It will probably be just until tomorrow.  I have to go now.  I think someone is still on the other line.  I will,” he said, agitatedly nodding his head.  “Yes, I will tell her.”He handed the phone back to Tashia and mumbled that his mother said she loved and missed her.  That was very nice of her.  It was too bad she had no idea how she felt about her or even who she was.  She apologized to her aunt, who had been patiently waiting.Once he left the room and she felt that he was out of hearing range, they continued talking about her relationship with Tony, which, along with what the doctor had said about her condition, had been a top subject in all of her conversations thus far.  All but one family member seemed to think he would never do anything to purposely hurt her.  Her cousin, Ebony, Aunt Kyana and Uncle David’s daughter, was not sure about him.  Tashia really could not get much out of her, and she got the distinct impression that she would not want to say anything against her husband, particularly if it might not be true.  Ebony was three years younger than Tashia, but they had always been very close.  She wished she would talk to her now, but she knew her well enough to be certain she would not be able to be convinced.  There was something she was not saying, and she was not going to say it.  Tashia spent the next few days mainly in the house while Tony went to work.  Boredom was not in the least bit present.  She spent hours looking through photographs and watching footage of past events in their life together.  She found her journal on Thursday morning, and she had a great deal of trouble putting it down.  Aunt Gladys came over Friday morning with a load of food to be prepared.  They talked nonstop while they cooked.  About her godmother’s new life as a married woman and about Tashia’s.Tony had been taking Tashia out in the evenings to a restaurant that prepared local, organic food, so she would not have to think about cooking.  When at Kara’s, he had declined the meal and explained that he had already eaten.  Once Tashia saw the supplements in the kitchen cabinet and the food in the refrigerator, she thought she understood the real reason he had decided not to partake of the delicious lunch.  The guy was a health nut.  Well, maybe she was going a little too far.  Subtract the supplements and Uncle David and Aunt Kyana’s refrigerator looked pretty similar.  Plus they grew so many vegetables.  Tashia had noted no garden outdoors but every green, orange, purple, and red thing that came out of the ground seemed to be in their home and apparently in Tony’s mouth for lunch at work.  She did not even know what to call some of what she saw.  Tashia had her godmother rolling with laughter at her observation, one she shared.Once Aunt Gladys confirmed that Tony was no galloping gourmet, she was glad she did not have to endure an attempt at a meal by him; that is, if he would even try to fix one.  Although sitting across from a very handsome, debonair man at a fancy restaurant had some level of appeal—or at least it would have, if she could only feel more comfortable when with him—she was desirous of having a home cooked meal.That was only one small reason why she was glad to see Aunt G.  It was always so good being with her, but it was especially so now.  She actually knew her.  She had been living in a world where she knew no one.  Her new husband but their family’s old friend, Roger, came over and they stayed for a dinner of red bean and rice masala with chicken and cabbage.  Her aunt was sure to only use ingredients that would be certain to please Tony.  Tashia could not have been happier than to sit around the table with those two.After they left, she left Tony alone downstairs while she went back up to her room and continued reading the journal, which dated back from when they first met.  She had spent half the night before reading.  From what she surmised, it seemed he had really swept her off of her feet.Through all this investigation of her past, Tashia had been trying really hard to rediscover the person she had become.  Fear of what she would unearth about her life persisted, however, and she found herself frequently praying for strength to press on despite her anxiety.  With the exception of her time spent talking to her relatives and her day with Aunt Gladys, everything was so unfamiliar.  Even her in-laws.  They came by for a visit a couple of evenings after Tashia’s appointment with Dr. Andrews.  Mr. Gerard seemed quiet but nice.  His wife was sweet enough but overbearing.  In her zealousness to help, she was doing just the opposite.  She kept insisting that Tashia would remember them.  She spoke of all these events in their lives and kept pressing as if talking about them in depth would do something to spark her daughter-in-law’s memory.  All it did was ignite her frustrations and fears.  Tony came to his wife’s defense, but his mother either did not get or did not agree with his point.  Finally, her husband just said, “Sally, that’s enough.”  That was it.  She said not another word.While the information she was getting from Tony and from others was very helpful, being spoon-fed details from her past was not enough for Tashia.  Even while constantly pushing against the fear of the unknown, she decided she had to do the research herself, and she felt most like she was accomplishing something when she did just that.  A mental health practitioner could probably help her in this endeavor, but she, with the help of this man she was living with, had decided Dr. Andrews would not be the one.  Dr. Sharp had actually suggested someone else first but found that she was not available.  That is how they wound up in his office.  When Tony found out that the psychologist Dr. Sharp had first recommended would be able to see Tashia the following Wednesday, he immediately cancelled her follow-up appointment with Dr. Andrews.  Isabella Hernandez actually called personally to talk to both of them.  They liked her very much over the phone.  Tashia felt as if she would be able to have some success if she worked with her.Chapter VIITony clicked off his cell phone from a conversation with his mother and pulled away from the curb to resume driving.  As he and Tashia continued their drive back from a stifling, thrill-less Saturday night dinner with his folks, she felt gratitude that they would not be with them the next day.  It was not that they did not appear very nice.  It just seemed that the atmosphere in a morgue would be livelier.  When he explained why they would not see them the next day, however, she was unnerved.“We’re going to your church tomorrow.”“My...  What do you mean? Don’t we go to the same church?”He shook his head then entered the highway.  Tony attended the church his parents had been going to the last five years but Tashia did not like the place at all.  His jaw tightened a bit.  When he said nothing else, she had to know.“Well, why don’t I like it?”“I guess it’s not deep enough for you.”  He shook his head, as if he reconsidered sharing so little. “You think our church is like a ‘big business meeting’.  You actually used those words.” His tone was short.  Tashia frowned as she looked at the dashboard and began rubbing her finger in the space where there was now no wedding ring.  He had invited her to ask questions, but this seemed like a sore subject.After several minutes of stifling absolute silence, however, her chest felt as if it would burst with the tension.  “Why did I say that?” she blurted out and he glanced at her with confusion.  His mind was probably no longer anywhere near the subject.  “Why would I describe your church that way?” she clarified.  “Why in the world would we, as husband and wife, go to two separate churches?”“We just have a lot of connections there.  If you choose to visit one day, you can see for yourself.”  She expressed that she wanted to go the next day.  “No, we can go to yours.”  She had to admit that the curiosity was killing her, but she wanted to see how hers was, too.  He conceded.  They would go to 11:00 service at his and evening service at hers.  “I don’t know how I’m going to sit through two church services,” he muttered to himself but she had heard him.  She spent the rest of the ride in silence, pondering the meaning behind his words.Night and day.  Night.  The Bible was not cracked open once at Tony and his parent’s church.  Tashia seemed to be the only one who brought one with her, and she could have left hers at home.  There was talk about social programs and about what seemed to be small talk about what was going on in the lives of the members.  “Susie got three strikes during the afternoon bowl last Friday and then the fish were in the basket.  The tornado was really rolling that night.”  Everyone chuckled and some applauded.  Tashia had no idea who Susie was and very little of what they were talking about during these announcements.  She had not one clue why or how the place could be called a church.  Sure, of the various people who got up to speak, a couple made comments about God, but more in passing than anything.  Like “we hope he blesses this project”.  She couldn’t even figure out what was the essence of the projects.  Alternate universe.  Tashia sat there stunned.  About 45 minutes of that then about 45 minutes of networking during a time called “Fellowship Hour”.  Then they were out of there.  She chose to make no comment.  Tony had probably heard them all from her anyway.His mother linked her arm with hers as they walked to their vehicles and Tashia had to resist stiffening.  “So glad that’s over,” Mrs. Gerard uttered.  Oh wow.  She looked at the lady with a hopeful smile.  “Have to tolerate it for my husband,” she whispered.  The two gentlemen were following at a slower pace behind and seemed to be in deep discussion.  “But honey,” she asserted, as they stopped in front of Tony’s vehicle, “the place isn’t spiritual enough for me.” Tashia asked her what she meant.“Well,” she started and stood opposite yet close to her which was actually a lot more welcome to Tashia than being touched by an apparently sweet but unknown woman, “there is no prayer.”  Exactly!  “In the church I used to attend before I met Tony’s father, we used to pray to Martha and to John.”  Tashia froze.  After several moments, somehow but barely she was able to make out the question as to who were Martha and John.  “Oh, our spirit guides.  I miss them so, but they’re still with me just like Jesus is.  We didn’t talk to Lucifer too much.”  Tashia’s insides were suddenly bathed with freezing cold.  She turned rapidly and her eyes frantically searched for Tony.  There he was at his parent’s Benz with a wide grin, as he and his father shook hands before parting.He strolled over to their car, looked at Tashia with concern in his visage then looked at his mother.  “We’ll see you later, Mom.  We have to get going.” He gave her a quick kiss on the cheek but then she hugged him strongly.  He seemed to offer enough of a return embrace just to be polite but rolled his eyes when she still hadn’t let go in about 15 seconds.  When she finally did, he rushed Tashia into the car, jumped in himself, then waved to his mother as they left.  Tony let out a huge sigh of relief.About one minute into their drive home, which was just about 59 seconds more than she could support, Tashia asked him with shaken voice, “Does your mother worship Satan?”An odd chortle emitted from Tony’s throat, “W-what?  No, of course not.” ‘He says to me, “Of course not”?! How in the world could I know what she does?’  “In her old church, they used to ask him to stop bothering sick children, poor people, and things like that.”  Tashia rubbed her forehead vigorously.  He also explained that they would call on Jesus to defeat him and plead with their spirit guides to work through them to help others.  He divulged that they were not just Martha and John. There were about 100.  Tashia had to use her hand to force shut her mouth that began hanging open more and more with each statement.  He chuckled and shook his head but it seemed to be related to the thoughts behind the words that had come out of his mouth.“So...” she whispered, “were these guides people who guided their spirits or...”“Oh no,” he laughed.  “They were just imaginary spirits that helped them.  But they were real to the people in my mother’s church.  Well, maybe not to the leaders of the church who got a lot of money from the members, but you get my point.”She swallowed and asked him what he thought about all of that.  “It’s nuts!”  He shrugged his shoulders.  “But people have the right to believe what they want to believe.”“Sure they do, but wouldn’t you want to believe the truth?”  He smiled politely which made Tashia wonder if he was suppressing another roll of the eyes.  Tony had said he was praying for her, that he asked God to help him be a better husband to her.  She closed her eyes and placed her head against the rest with her hand against her forehead.  Maybe the apple fell far away from the tree or maybe... Tashia didn’t even want to think about it.  Not now. Later.Night and day.  Day.  The evening could not have contrasted more with the morning.  The pastor had apparently been doing a series on Christian living out of the book of Ephesians over the last month or so.  This Sunday he was teaching on Ephesians 5:22-33, which dealt with Christian marriage.  He was thorough.  He gave definitions from the Greek and historical background so they could have a clearer understanding.  They examined cross-Scriptural references.  The pastor of the church she attended for years with her father and eventually with her mother was knowledgeable in general, as well as very inspirational, but sometimes he would take verses wayyyyy out of context.  She loved the people and they obviously loved the Lord as well as one another but she had to confess that Pastor Rick treated God’s Word so carelessly sometimes.  Well, more than sometimes. The teaching where she now sat reminded her of that at Uncle David and Aunt Kyana’s church as well as that of Uncle Micah and Aunt Olivia’s.  Pastor Eliot drew from what was actually in the text and explained in a clear, engaging manner.  She took vigorous notes, which she planned on reviewing during the coming week.And the members were extremely nice in a way that seemed genuine.  If it were not for their friendliness, she would have been overwhelmed.  When they first arrived at the church, so many people greeted that that Tashia found it unsettling.  The church was pretty small with there being 100 people there at most.  But when half of them greeted them –albeit not all at once, of course—it was kind of a lot for Tashia to take.  She was not sure if they were speaking out of pure kindness or because they knew them.  She did not recognize anyone and wondered if they could tell.“I really want to help you, but I don’t think I can do it any longer.  I’m so sorry Tashia.”  Tashia stood in the church’s lobby staring blankly in the face of the woman who had been speaking to her for the last half a minute or so.  She searched the recesses of her mind but could find absolutely no recall of who this lady might be.There she was after service waiting for Tony to come back from the bathroom when she saw someone approaching her.  The woman looked as if she might have been several years older than Tashia.  She had a beautiful face and soft, warm dark brown eyes.  Tashia dismissed her speculation that this was her best friend Tony had spoken of because she was certain the woman would have realized that Tashia would no longer know her.  Tony had said he had spoken to her husband about what happened.“Tashia, what’s wrong?” she asked.She looked around anxiously for Tony, hoping he might be able to help her, but she now saw he was way across the hall talking to an older gentleman.  She turned back to the lady, whose eyes now searched hers for an answer.  “I’m very sorry,” Tashia said.  “Who are you?”A look of shock and dismay came upon her as if Tashia had just slapped her across the face.  “What do you mean by that?  I can’t help you anymore,” she spoke hurriedly.  “You know I would if I could.  Tashia, please try to understand.”  Her eyes were filling up with tears.  Tashia almost felt like hugging her to take away her pain even though she had no idea what she was talking about or what was wrong with her.  “When I found out you were missing, I thought it could have been because of what you found.  I’ve had threats Tashia.  I have a husband and kids to think about.  I—”“You don’t understand.  I really don’t know who you are or what you’re talking about.”  The woman frowned under much confusion, as if she did not know if Tashia were trying to hurt her or if she had lost her mind.  Before she could respond, Tashia continued, “I’ve lost my memory.  I don’t remember anything that has happened in the last nine years.”  The woman gasped, her mouth fully agape.  Tashia nodded her head to give affirmation to her unspoken question.  “If I didn’t know you before then, I won’t remember you.  I am sorry.”Shaking her head slowly in disbelief, she said, “Oh, Tashia.  That is so horrible.  I can’t believe it.”  She swallowed and peered in her face for a few moments, but this brought Tashia no discomfort.  Something about the woman was awfully inviting.  “Well,” she continued, “now it makes sense.  I really couldn’t believe you would treat me that way.  It’s not at all like you.”  She looked at her sympathetically and then an expression of sudden realization crossed her face.  “You don’t know my name.  I’m Stephanie.”  She extended her hand gingerly, but Tashia could tell she wanted to hug her.  They embraced, and it felt as if she had known her for years.  This was her best friend.  It was as if there was a bond between them, but at the same time she did not know any more about her than what she had heard.Stephanie held both of her hands in hers and looked at her with eyes full of sadness.  “I didn’t know.  Anuli and I just got back from vacation with the kids.  Anuli is my husband.”  She let go of Tashia’s hands slowly.  “He’s not here today, but I’ll introduce you to our children.  I just can’t believe this happened to you.”  She shook her head in disbelief for a moment before proceeding.Stephanie and her husband phoned Tony every day since the moment they found out Tashia was missing to see if he had found out anything about where she was.  They took their children down to North Carolina a week ago Saturday, and they just returned the night before.  Stephanie kept picking up the phone to call, but Tony had made her promise not to do that while they were on vacation.  He even tried to make her promise not to think about Tashia being missing, but, of course, that was impossible.“North Carolina?” Tashia asked.“Yes.  We have a timeshare about two hours away from my parents.  We’ve all gone there together.  I can’t believe Anuli,” she muttered, tightening at the mouth.“What?  Why?”“I know Tony told him what happened to you, but all he said was you were back.  I didn’t call to find out what was going on because he told me Tony had said you were already asleep.  I didn’t sleep well at all last night.  I just wanted to talk to you.”Tashia apologized, but Stephanie told her it was not her fault.  When she asked her husband where Tashia had been, he just said she had been in Indianapolis.  “You were staying with some people and Tony brought you back home.  No other details.  I can’t believe him,” she hissed this time.“Maybe Tony didn’t tell him I’d lost my memory.”  It seemed Tony might be the type who was not big on details either, but she thought he would not leave out something like that.  She just did not want Stephanie to be angry with her husband.“No.  Tony told him.  Forgive me.  I can’t be sure of that, and I should cut my husband a break.”  She shook her head and seeming to take back the sentiment, she voiced, “I just know him.”  She sighed deeply in annoyance.  “Anyway, I’m so sorry about this.  I really can’t believe it.  How are you feeling?”“Confused.  Scared.  Lost.  Sometimes terrified.”“I can only imagine.  Tony must be making things better for you though.”“I’m not sure.”  She hesitated but then went with it because she felt as if she could talk to her.  “Is he trustworthy?”“What do you mean?”  She looked at her as if she was trying to discern something from Tashia’s facial expression and then her eyes widened with sudden realization.  “You’ve been wondering if he was somehow responsible for your disappearance,” she whispered.  Tashia confided with just as low of a volume that part of her feared that he might have tried to kill her and explained where Don and Chona had found her.Stephanie’s eyes widened even more as she listened then she blinked hard a couple of times before glancing around the lobby and continuing. “Tashia, I...I can’t believe any of that happened to you.”  She paused.  “But have you been going around for almost a whole week with these thoughts about Tony?”  She nodded, but Stephanie shook her head.  “There is no way.  No.  Not Tony.”“But you think someone is trying to kill me,” Tashia continued with the same hushed voice.  She did not answer.  “Don’t you?”“I don’t know.  Maybe.  Probably.”  With a sudden faintness coming upon her, Tashia felt as if all the blood had drained out of her body, but she was able to maintain her upright stance.  “Tony is coming.  We can’t say anything else now.”“Why not?”Stephanie whispered hurriedly, “You didn’t want him to know.”“Know what?”“Hi Tony!” Stephanie said joyfully with his approach, and they gave each other a big hug.Tashia met her children, Patrice and Patrick, girl and boy twins age six.  They were beautiful.  All of them walked out to their cars together.  Stephanie and Tashia agreed to meet for lunch the next afternoon since Stephanie had a day off from work.As they were driving away, Tony commented, “I think you two are going to be best friends again.”She looked out the window with her mind only partially focused on him.  “Yes.  She’s very nice.”“Are you okay?”She struggled to bring her attention to him.  She turned toward him and explained, “Everything is just kind of overwhelming, but I’ll be all right.  I’m kind of tired.”  He suggested that she go to sleep until they got home.  She closed her eyes as she did earlier that day in the car, but, much like Stephanie, she did not think she was going to get any rest until she spoke to her again.“I hope you didn’t have any difficulty finding the place,” Stephanie commented as they slid into a booth at the Outback Steakhouse in Ellicott City.“No.  You gave very good directions.  Besides, my aunt’s mother used to live near here in Columbia.  It does look a lot different than it did when we used to come out here thought.  I’m glad you chose this place, Stephanie.  They had an Outback Steakhouse in Indianapolis, and I really wanted to try it.  Or maybe it was Ruth’s Chris Steakhouse.  I’m not sure.  Anyway, it smells tasty in here.”Stephanie smiled.  “I have really missed you.”  The waiter introduced himself and told them he would be back to take their orders in a few minutes.  “Hey, you must still have your license.”‘What do you mean?”“You couldn’t have driven out here without a license.  It’s kind of crazy, but I guess I was thinking with what’s happened to you maybe you lost everything.”“Nope.  Just my memory.  Everything except the clothes on my back must have stayed at home.”  She looked down at her wedding ring which she had decided to put on that day.  Maybe it would make her feel married.  The trick didn’t work but at least Tony would not think she was continuing to deny that she was.  “I didn’t even have any i.d.”  The waiter returned with their waters, and they told him they needed another few minutes.  “So what is going on?  Why do you think someone is trying to...?”  Stephanie put her finger up to her lips and quickly brought it back down.  Tashia followed her eyes and assumed that maybe she did not want the people at the table behind them to hear.  She drank a little water while she tried to think of what to say.  “Excuse me.  I was thirsty.  Why do you think someone is trying to take over that business?”“Oh, let’s not talk about work right now.  Tell me what’s been going on with you.”The other patrons soon left and Tashia asked her, “What was that all about?”“I just don’t think we should talk about this stuff until there is really no one around.”  The place was starting to empty out, so maybe it would be safe soon.  “You can tell me about what happened to you now though.”  She did.  She told her the condensed version of everything that occurred since she woke up in the houseboat up to that very morning.  The waiter, who had returned once during their conversation to take their orders, now brought their food.  He told them to enjoy and then left.“Okay,” Stephanie dove right in, “let me see how to make this short.”“You don’t have to do that.  I want to know exactly what happened to make me the way I am now.”  The anticipation killing her, she had not slept well at all the previous night.“I don’t know if I can help you with that, but I hope so.”  When Tashia’s Aunt Gladys decided she would move after she got married, she called her to look through some old boxes of her parents in North Carolina.  It took her a while before she had time to get down there, but she had told Stephanie that what she found out was incredible.  She just would not share with her what that was because she feared the potential danger to her friend with the knowledge.  All Stephanie knew was that it had something do with something that had transpired either when her father was at Annapolis Naval Academy or during his early Navy days.  He had not been on active duty in the Navy very long, but he had remained a naval reserve officer.  After getting this information from her aunt’s, Tashia asked Stephanie to look up some files for her at work.Stephanie was employed at the Pentagon.  Tony worked there as well but had made no mention of this.  “That’s how I came to know you.  I’m a computer specialist there dealing with information security.”“Excuse me?”  “It’s too much to get into right now, but basically I deal with the integrity of our computer systems for the defense of our country.”“Wow.  That sounds big.”  It also sounded something like what Tony did, but she could not be sure.“Sometimes too big.  Anyway, I met Tony when I was working on this special project he was spearheading.”“How’s that?  He works in Reston, Virginia.”“Yes, but we’re all under the Department of Defense.  The Pentagon is the building I work in, but—”“You work for the Department of Defense.”“That’s right.  Anyway, you had me access files from several high ranking officials.”“Current officials?  Is that legal?”“Yes, current.”  Despite the virtual absence of any customers, Stephanie brought her voice down to such a whisper that Tashia had to strain to hear her.  She said she could not speak on the legality of the matter, but it was certain that she was not supposed to share that information with her.  Stephanie never would have done so either if Tashia had not made it seem like a matter of life and death.  She knew Tashia would never have had her do something like that just out of curiosity.“What did you find out?”“Something corrupt happened back when your father was just starting out, but I don’t know what it was.”  Tashia asked if she meant when he started with the Navy.  “I don’t know.  I just copied file after file onto my portable drive and printed from home when no one was around.”“Your husband didn’t know?”“No,” she said, shaking her head. “You said I could not tell anyone.  You didn’t even want me to tell Tony.”“Why was that?”“Because you didn’t want him to worry.”“Did I say that?”Stephanie looked thoughtful for a moment.  “I don’t actually remember you saying those words, but that’s the impression I got.  There really was no other reason why you would have wanted to keep it secret from him.  You never hid anything from him.”“Maybe I didn’t want him to know because I was afraid of what he would do if he knew I was on to him.”  Stephanie looked at her doubtfully.  “My father-in-law was in the Navy.  I’m sure Tony can access all types of things through him.  Why would I take a chance with your life and not come to my husband first?”“I don’t know, but...  No.  Tashia, you don’t understand.  Tony would never do anything to hurt you.  He loves you.  Can’t you tell?”Tashia shook her head.  She was not sure at all.  Tony had been quite attentive the week that she had been back, but she continued to have not the slightest clue what he really felt for her.  Stephanie said she understood because Tony was definitely not the easiest person to decipher, but it was clear that he loved his wife.“You said that guy in Indiana might have been following you.  You think someone tried to hurt you.  I have gotten threats that if I did not stop snooping, ‘lights out’, so I hate to say you’re probably right about your life being in danger.  I really don’t know what is going on.  You were so driven and scared, but I didn’t know what anything I gave you meant.  The one thing I’m absolutely positive of, though, is that your husband is not involved.”This defense gave Tashia no more confidence.  She had shared with Stephanie what she found in the video she had viewed and her journal she was reading.  Those things made her less sure than ever.When Tashia could not sleep the night before, she went into the living room and watched a DVD of her 23rd birthday party.  Some friends, including Stephanie and Nuli, as Stephanie called her husband on the video, and family were there.  Tony was very abrupt with her.  The little he said was not pleasant.  His jokes were somewhat condescending.  She saw herself looking so sad.  She had to admit, she was kind of short with him too, but it seemed to be in response to his attitude.  She could not hear the last thing she had said to him, but she kept rewinding to see her expression when he walked out of the house without saying anything to anybody.  The look of hurt, disappointment, and shame on her face was emblazoned in her mind.  It was bad enough to see that, but her journal entries during their first years of marriage were downright heartbreaking.“You all went through a pretty rough time, but things have been changing.”“My cousin seems to think he might have been involved in what happened to me.”  She had not actually admitted to anything, but Tashia could tell.“Which one? Ebony?” Tashia nodded.  “Listen, Tashia, Ebony has not spent that much time with the two of you.  If you talked to her about Tony the way you talked to me, and I think you did, she would probably have a lot of trouble being objective.  Besides, she’s younger, and sometimes it’s harder seeing things from a clear perspective when you’re that young.”  Ebony was only a few years younger than Tashia.  She probably did seem really young to Stephanie, who was in her early thirties, but Tashia thought she had very good insight.  “Actually, maybe I’m not being fair to her.  She reminded me of you the times I met her.”  She had already remarked to her that it was easy becoming best friends with someone that much younger because she was very mature likely due to having to take on so much when she was a child.  “I just think in talking out of your frustrations, she might have wondered how good he was to you.”“Was he?  Has he been good to me?”“He’s a lot better than he was when the four of us first met.  Tony is a good man.  He just didn’t know how to please you, but, especially over the last year, he’s been really trying.”Tashia saw that Stephanie was pretty sure that Tony was all right, and she concurred that she did.  She hesitated but then she asked her with trepidation, “Stephanie...Tony isn’t a Christian, is he?”Stephanie’s warm eyes stared into hers for a few moments then she simply said, “No.”Tashia did not understand how she could have married a man who wasn’t a Christian.  Stephanie told her that Tony was a very nice person.  That could be true, she acknowledged.  He was not less of a nice person because he wasn’t a Christian, but Christ was her life.  She could not fathom how she could have lived so many years with someone who not only did not share the love she had for God but could not even understand it.  Stephanie seemed to have no words at first but she finally explained that she thought Tashia had just been so vulnerable.  With the death of her parents, she saw something in Tony that wasn’t there.  “He does talk about God and thinks He might exist.”Oh no.  This was too much.  “ ‘Might’?”  Stephanie said Tony was funny that way.  Sometimes he seemed to believe God was right there with him and at others he sounded like he didn’t think He was around at all.  Tashia folded her hands in front of her mouth and took a deep, shaken breath.  She had made it through their years together before, so somehow she knew the Lord would help her continue.  She prayed He would.  But it was not just about her.  Her heart felt a profound sadness for Tony which she expressed to Stephanie.“I believe one day he’ll come around,” she assured with a gentle smile then warned, “Just don’t goad him, okay?” Tashia frowned. “You began to reach the I Peter 3 level of winning your husband without a word.” Tashia nodded.  She could just see herself being too much of a nag before. Stephanie shrugged her shoulders with another smile and confessed when asked that she was that way with him not only about Christ.Oh boy.  “How am I, a 25-year-old who feels like more of an adolescent than I ever have when I’m with him, supposed to pull it off as a wife?”  Tashia shook her head. “And then it’s even harder because I don’t even know if I can trust him.”“Why are you so scared of Tony?”“I’m scared of falling in love with him.”  Tashia covered her mouth, totally caught off guard by her honest response.  “I haven’t admitted that to anyone except God,” she confessed, voice still full of shock.  “I’ve been having enough trouble admitting it to myself.  He’s so mysterious, and...I just shake inside when I’m with him. Was I like that before?”Stephanie had begun to smile with joy when Tashia made her confession.  “No,” she said softly, “but your circumstances were very different.  He excited you.  Even when things were bad, the mere thought of him thrilled you until he came home and you got upset about something.  Then you just wanted him to go away, but that feeling never lasted too long.“Tashia,” Stephanie said, sighing, “I don’t know if I helped you with anything.”“Oh, yes, you definitely did.  About him and about the other stuff.  I’ll ask my aunt where those boxes are.  Maybe whatever I found in them is still there.”A look of panic covered Stephanie’s face.  “No.  Don’t do that.”“What did you think I was going to do when you told me?”“I know, but just think about it,” she said, leaning in closer with elbows on the table.  “I think your life is in jeopardy.  Why would you take a chance?”“Because this has to do with my father.  This has to do with my life.  I have no idea who I’ve been for almost a decade.  None of the pieces fit.  I have literally felt like I’ve lost my mind.  I couldn’t describe it if I wanted to how terrifying this is.  I’m living with a man I don’t know, who is, according to all I can tell, my husband.  You tell me something happened with my father that we were investigating that has caused someone to threaten your life.  It is not as if they said stop snooping because it is against the law.  They wanted you to stop because they thought you might discover something.  Evidently, whatever you found was critical to me.  You don’t know why.  I don’t know why.  You don’t even know what the files said.”  Tashia realized she needed those files.  “Where are they?”“What?”“The files!  The USBs.”“I don’t know.  I gave them to you.”Tashia closed her eyes momentarily and rubbed her head.  “Oh boy.  This is such a mess.  Don’t you see?” she asked, pleading with her.  Someone had to understand what she was going through.  “I have to figure this out.  How else will I be able to remember?”“You’re going to be seeing that doctor.”“How long will that take?!”  Stephanie startled at her raised voice.  “I’m sorry.  It isn’t you.  You are wonderful.  I don’t remember you, but I feel like I can trust you.  You said you can’t help anymore.  I can understand that.  I will do this on my own if I have to, but I just need some support.”“I want to.  I just don’t want to lose my friend.”  Her eyes filled with tears that she quickly brushed away.  “You don’t know how horrible it was not knowing if you were alive or dead.  I didn’t know if you were okay.  And, you know, I can’t see how anyone could be such a great actor that he could seem as destroyed as Tony was.  I have never seen him like that.”  Tashia found it hard to believe he would be so crushed but hoped Stephanie was seeing things accurately.  Upon first glance, he by no means seemed that thrilled to see her alive.  “You’ll see.  The more you get to know him, the more you’ll understand how he feels about you.  And, by that time, I don’t think you’ll be scared of how you feel about him.”When Tony heard the caller was Stephanie, he had his receptionist put the call through.  Any call from her was always welcome.  “Hey Steph,” he said, swiveling around in his high back black leather office chair. “What’s going on?  How was your lunch?”“Tony, you have got to tell Tashia the truth,” she said before he could barely finish his last question.  “She doesn’t trust you as it is, and she really won’t if she finds out on her own.”Tony sighed.  “I know.  I’ve been planning to tell her.  It just hasn’t been the right time yet.”“Well, now is the time.  Do you know how dishonest I felt sitting there and not saying anything to her?  You can’t ask me to do this Tony.”  Tony sat there trying to decide what to do.  If he told her now, he might lose it all.  But if he waited and she found out, that would definitely be the end of everything.  “Tony?”“All right.  I’ll tell her when I get home tonight.”“Make sure,” she persisted.  “I can’t take this guilt anymore.”“Okay.  I know.  I said I’d tell her.”“All right.  Let me know what happens tomorrow.  I’d better get going.”“See ya.”  He hung up but kept his gaze on the phone, debating what the night should bring.Chapter VIIITashia could not remember Tony’s work number!!  And now she seriously regretted going this way.  When she left the restaurant, she accidentally continued on Route 29 from Ellicott City, where the Outback actually was, to Columbia.  She got on in the opposite direction and was making good time by the time she reached 795.  Then she got the bright idea to get off before her exit to look around the area.  In exploring for some time, she wondered if one of the streets would extend all the way to near her neighborhood, so she decided to try it.  What a horrible mistake.The afternoon sky had blackened and a late summer occasional drizzle started to tap at her window, a feeling of inescapable dread came over her.  The weather forecaster interrupted the programming to speak of a tornado watch for Howard, Carroll, and Baltimore Counties with wind gusts up to twenty-five miles per hour.  Tashia switched off the radio, and with hands shaking on the steering wheel, she prayed for a speedy and safe return home.Her prayers were abruptly interrupted with the screech of tires behind her, and her heart literally felt as if it had jumped into her mouth.  The drizzle continued at a steadier rate and winds were picking up.  Tashia quickly glanced in the rear view mirror but could make out no image of a vehicle behind her.  Yet she could clearly hear it accelerating with breath-taking speed.  She returned her gaze to the road in front of her.  It did not seem that she would reach a streetlight for miles beyond miles.  The one-lane road just continued to wind through the wooded path.  Her Mitsubishi sailing on the wet pavement, she switched off her lights and decided with frightful anticipation what she must do.  Hoping for enough distance between the unseen vehicle and hers, she swerved wildly in making a U-turn.She raced in the other direction, but the screech of tires followed her at an alarming rate as the driver followed suit.  Squinting her way through the danger, she thought she viewed the shift from one to two lanes.  She turned her head rapidly to see if she could make a lane change with him perhaps speeding by before noticing what she had done, but she still could discern no one.  Tashia made her move...and her entire body shook at the jump of her car followed by uncontrollable rolling in descent of the vehicle.Tashia screamed to the top of her lungs until the impact of her head banging against the roof of her car jolted her.  When she slipped out of shock, she began screaming again.  “I’m in a ditch!  I’m in a ditch!  God, please help me!”  The car started sliding again and with breath held, she waited until it made its next landing, tilted sideways with the right side of it lower than the left.  All the electrical power had turned off in Tashia’s car with the impact, and she sat there shivering from head to toe, mind absolutely absent as what to do.The winds howled, drops began to descend on her window shield, and she imagined herself slipping further into this abyss with the pool of mud the predicted rains were sure to bring.  Tashia could not release her grip on her steering wheel and just stared into blackness, praying under terrified mutters for an answer.She instantly got very silent with the sound of someone backing up followed by the opening and fierce slamming of a car door.  Tashia panted for breath.  She shut her eyes and feigned unconsciousness.The agony of the endless moments passing gripped at her.  The rapid fire beat of her heart ticked mercilessly in her ears.  A sudden violent rocking of her car produced her ear-splitting shriek.  And then someone jumped against it, penetrating green eyes against a beige background with face pressed against her driver side window and fiendish delighted smile in place.  Tashia’s eyes bulged as she stared into the eyes of evil, the eyes of someone she did not know.  With devilish elation, rhythmic laughs erupted from his gut.  He shook the car again and Tashia braced herself as his fist went back, set for exploding through her car window.Tashia screamed uncontrollably as the fiend pounded on the hood of her lopsided car.  He yelled and stared at her with angry glare yet she comprehended not a word.  Until the moment she had no choice but to catch her breath.“Are you okay?!” he shouted.  Tashia stared back at him in terror, trying with all her might to scour through her mind for some recollection of him.  He pressed against the hood and side of the car which started it to rocking again.  Tashia opened her mouth but he speedily stopped the bellows with his loud demand.  “Don’t yell again!  I’m going to try to help you.”  Tashia shivered all over with a steady build of perspiration that drenched her from head to toe.  He stared at her with fiery intensity in those cat-green eyes.Tashia panted heavily as she tried to piece together her thoughts.  As his eyes began to soften into subtle tenderness toward her, she held onto the weak hope that he did want to help. This man was apparently kneeling on the side of the road and using her car to steady himself.  The darkness brought on by the weather and her current precarious position prevented her from getting the best view of him, but he appeared to be well dressed, probably tall, and youngish looking.  Something in his demeanor struck her as him likely being around fifty, but his face was more youthful.  Tashia continued to stare at him as words left his mouth that she could not gather.  Her hope that he meant her good dimmed with the terrifying recall of his initial approach, his laughter, the chase.“Are you okay?” he insisted again.  Tashia nodded.  “Do you want me to call someone?”  She shook her head.  “Do you have someone you can call or a phone?”  She nodded again, barely comprehending what he had asked.  She just wanted him to leave.He did, but he was back in a few minutes with word he had contacted his road service to see if they could help get her out of the ditch.  They would, and he would wait with her.  Tashia finally found her voice.  “That’s all right.  I’ll be fine,” she screeched out.“You have got to be kidding,” he laughed.  “I can’t leave a little girl like you out here in the dark.  You can’t see how the sky looks like it’s about to break, can you?”  He paused with a mischievous smile.  “I can’t have you out here even if it doesn’t storm.”  The very thought of a storm rattled her being, but his next comment did so even more.  “Someone might get you.”  Tashia did not know if it was her imagination, but she noticed a wicked gleam in his eye.  “I’ll look out for them.”The man went back up on the road.  She hurriedly undid her seatbelt and got out her phone from the glove compartment.  ‘Man!’  The battery was dead.  She thought of Tony and wished he were there for a moment but then wondered if she would have been any safer.  Tashia decided she would have been because he likely would not have gone in that direction or made the lane shift that she had.  It could have been a good idea under the circumstances but she probably had been mistaken about there being another lane.  A violent rumble of thunder sent her to literally bumping her head on the roof of the car.  Storms absolutely terrified Tashia.  She started praying faster and more intensely than she probably ever had in her life.  Tashia had no idea if that man had really called road service and she could not imagine how she could just sit there waiting for her presumed predator.She no longer saw the beam from his lights, but she had not heard the sound of him driving away.  All she could hear was the crickets, the occasional crackles of thunder, and her heart wildly stampeding.  Absolute stillness.  Then the rain started.  First softly then with abrupt brutal force.  Tashia shut her eyes, trying to block out what was going on.  She could do nothing to catch her breath.  It seemed as if the car interior was closing in on her.  Her body shook violently and she could not do anything but remain there like a sitting duck.Bang, bang, bang!  Tashia hollered.  The man had made his return and smiled at her placidly.  “Is there anyone I can call?” he asked with no show of apology or visible acknowledgement of her obvious state of terror.  Tashia’s ire started to rise, as she felt he was toying with her.  Since she saw no other way out, she momentarily entertained the thought of giving him her home number, so he might tell Tony.  But then she could not do that.  He smirked as he waited for her response with much patience and perhaps even thrill.  If his having their number could somehow lead to him knowing where they lived...  Tashia still did not know what to make of her husband, but she could not take the chance that this fiend might harm him.  She just shook her head.“It’s getting muddy.  You could get stuck.”“And how is that supposed to help me?” she uttered impulsively but he did not seem to hear her.“I can try to get you out.”  She shook her head adamantly now.  “Come on.  You’ll be all right sweetheart.”  Her blood curdled at the sound of his label.  “I have to help you.”Unexpected to herself, she yelled out, “No, you don’t!  Just leave me alone!  Just leave!”  He just continued to smile, as if this all were some type of joke.  As if he had her just where he wanted.  She tried to force a calm voice, but none came.  “I’ll be fine!”  He told her he would return.The car door slammed, and she heard him driving away.  A million questions ran through Tashia’s mind:  ‘How soon is he coming back?  Will anyone be with him?  What is he going to do to me?!’  Tashia tried to move and look for something in the car with which to defend herself.  Her body just was not cooperating.  “God, please help me,” she prayed.  That was the one thing she could do.  And while the rain continued to form its waterway around her, that is exactly what she did and she did this for a very long time.Her heart jumped in response to the sudden brilliant illumination.  He was back!  She wanted to scream for someone to help her.  She wanted to run, but she couldn’t.  “Ma’am, are you all right?” came a different, a kind voice.  A surge of relief swept over her when she sighted the police officer.  She cried out a yes.  “What is your name?”“Tashia Burroughs.  I mean, Tashia Gerard.”“Your husband has been looking all over for you.”  Tashia was pleasantly surprised to hear that.  “We’re going to have you out of here as soon as possible.”  She now saw several lights.  Hopefully, at least one set was from a tow truck.“Who is my husband?”  He looked at her quizzically.  “What is his name?”Peering at her oddly, he answered, “Tony Gerard.”She described the man who had been there and asked if he had contacted them.  “I have no idea who that is.  Look, we have to get you out of here.  If you haven’t already, you’re about to stick.”  She had, but she and her car finally made it back onto the road.  In all that time the strange man was gone, it seemed that she had become engulfed in a shallow swamp, but the base of it was apparently dense.  For what seemed like an eternity, they could do nothing to budge her tires.  She was so relieved when they finally did.  Her car would not start, but the police officer’s would.  The tow truck driver would deliver the vehicle, but she rode along with the officer, thanking God that they had found her.  And thanking Him that they had decided to search for her.  They probably wouldn’t have discovered her unintentional hiding place had her apparently not quite shut trunk not popped open and a bag in it not landed in the middle of the road during the chase.Tony ran out of the house wearing no shoes and pulled Tashia into his embrace.  “Where have you been?  I was worried out of my mind.”  She was still shivering despite the rain having stopped, but his hold warmed her.  Her heightened blood pressure cooled right down.  “Do you know what time it is?”  She nodded her head against his chest.  She had left the restaurant with Stephanie at 4:30, yet it was now 10:00.  He loosened his hold on her and gazed into her eyes with such intense anxiety that she immediately felt a stir of compassion for the worry he must have had.  For the first time, Tashia saw in his dark eyes a soft tenderness that seemed to flow like an endless river, and she could not pull herself away from them.  “I’m sorry,” he said quietly.  “It doesn’t matter.  All that matters is that you’re okay.”Tony let go of his hold on Tashia and she had to muster the full force of her will to keep from falling as she was released from the dream she had been entering with the pull of his gaze.  She listened in haziness of mind, as the officer, apparently a friend or neighbor of Tony’s, recounted what had occurred.  He told Tony that his wife did not seem okay and advised him to find out what was going on with her.  “She didn’t really talk during the ride here, but something is wrong.  She asked some strange questions.  If something comes up, give a call.”  Tony thanked him and shook his hand.  The officer drove off before Tashia’s mind had cleared enough to offer him the assurance of her gratitude.  Tony walked over and engaged in brief conversation with the tow truck driver.  Then he was gone as well.Tashia stood in the driveway of their home shivering uncontrollably.  Tony would not take his eyes from hers in his approach.  He put his hand softly on her cheek, and she closed her eyes with a soft gasp, as she thought she was going to fall down.  He did something to her.  She was not sure what, but whatever it was, it scared her.  She opened her eyes slowly but would not return his gaze.  Yet she was aware enough to know he would not stop watching her, as if he was trying to discern something in her visage.  Finally, he suggested that they go in the house, and he placed his arm around her shoulder.  Tashia’s entire body stiffened, but he did not remove his hold.  She was not sure if she liked this or not.  It felt good and maybe all the more overwhelming because it felt so good.Tashia climbed out of bed and walked out into the dark hallway.  She felt along the wall until her hand found the switch to the first level chandelier.  She stared at the closed door of the guestroom and wondered at her next move.  As her mind wavered back and forth, her heart tightened bit by bit with anxious impatience building within her like a crescendo.  Finally, she could take no more and marched over to Tony’s bedroom.  Yet, her hand halted centimeters from the door and she let it fall with a sigh.When they had entered the house several hours earlier, she briefed Tony on what had occurred but failed to tell of the menacing stranger.  Tony drew her a bath and offered to heat up a meal.  She accepted the first but when she left the bathroom, her heart sunk with the realization that he had already gone to bed.  He had seemed so relieved that she was all right but to see that he had not even bothered to wait for her to get out of the bath could only lead her to believe that his excitement over her return had all been an illusion.  With that disillusionment, she decided to call it a night as well.  Despite her exhaustion, however, she could not sleep.Memories of what that afternoon and night had bought along with the uncertainty of everything set her to tossing and turning.  Pressing on her mind was the question as to why she had not shared with Tony about the man she assumed had been following her.  The answer was definite.  She did not trust Tony.  Oh, how she wanted to confide in him, but she just could not.  Being not that many feet away from a man to whom she was so intensely attracted  but whom she still feared made Tashia’s heart thump with such anxiety that she knew she was playing a losing game in trying to catch any sleep.  Still, she persisted for hours until finally at 3 AM, her hunger pangs would allow her to fight no more.Thus, she left her bedroom with plans to find something to eat.  Yet, there she was in front of Tony’s door.  As she lay in bed those hours, a recurring irresistible urge kept coming over her.  The house was so huge and so dark.  All she wanted to do was run in Tony’s room where he might be able to protect her.  Nonetheless, the impulse would pass only to be replaced with pressing fear.  Then the cycle would continue with the almost unmanageable desire returning.  And even now, drawn in front of his door as if by some invisible magnetic force, Tashia shook her head.  There was nothing she could say to this man, and she somehow knew her heart would crumble from the rejection if he were angered by her having woken him.Tashia made her way downstairs and rummaged through the cabinets in search of something to eat.  Despite her hunger, nothing seemed appetizing.  She jumped at the sound and shadow of a branch scraping along a window in the family room.  The house was far too quiet and she felt far too exposed.  Tashia hugged herself as she surveyed her surroundings.  Tony had shut not one blind to the deck or the windows that gave view to the backyard and side of the house during the day.  It was as if the house were shadowed in palpable darkness with the kitchen and front hall lights making her presence evident to anyone watching.  She dared not approach the windows.  Instead, Tashia grabbed the cordless off the counter and crouched down against the cabinet.  Her fingers flew over the numbers and before she knew it, she heard that familiar voice.  A wide smile came to her face and instant relief to her heart.Unlike Tony, Evan was overjoyed to hear from her and their conversation gave her much comfort.  It was not until he answered that she realized that she was calling him in the middle of the night, but he didn’t mind at all.  After many minutes, Tashia finally got off the floor and closed the blinds.  She looked in the refrigerator, as she continued to share with him how frightened she had been by what had occurred earlier in the day.  The concern in his voice could not go unmissed.  Her mind did not fail to note that Tony always used the right words, but she still found the lack of expressed emotion that went with them suspect.  As her eyes scanned the fullness of the refrigerator, they fell upon a wrapped up bowl of homemade chicken noodle soup placed on a platter decorated with salted oval crackers.  She had cooked the soup before leaving to see Stephanie but the presentation was all Tony’s, as was the preparation of a toasted peanut butter and jelly sandwich, and a tall covered glass of ginger ale.  Tashia smiled with surprise and paused in her speech, as Tony had fixed her a kid-like meal that was still one of her favorites.After several moments of silence, Evan asked, “Tashia, is everything all right?”“Oh, sorry, yes, everything’s fine.  What were you saying?”“I was just telling you how frightened I am for you.”  Tashia smiled throughout their conversation and her heart warmed with how concerned her friend was for her safety.  Tashia carefully placed her meal on the counter and stooped down to look for a pot in which to reheat her soup.  Soon she tired of the subject at hand and expressed her desire to change it.“How are Kara and Darin?  How are your parents?”Evan gave the trite answer, “Fine.”“Come on, Evan.  I want to know what’s going on over there in Indianapolis.  I’ve really missed y’all.”Tashia and Evan easily went from one subject to another, but she noticed that something was blatantly absent.  Other than asking her how Tony had reacted to her late afternoon adventure, he made no further mention of him.  She suspected that Evan did not want to delve into the state of their relationship, and that was probably wise.  Despite them not venturing into that area of conversation, Tashia felt that she could talk to him for hours, although she knew she must not.  Nonetheless, she could not bring herself to hang up even after she told him she really could not call him very often if she was going to live her life there in Maryland.  She missed the comfort and safety she felt with him.After having dried and put away her few dishes, Tashia stood at the kitchen sink giggling uncontrollably as Evan told her of one of his visits with his parents.  She did not mean to laugh at his mother’s confusion, but even he thought she was a riot at times.  Tashia jumped and let out a shriek at the reflection of someone behind her in the window over the sink.  “Tony!”  She almost hung up the phone without thinking.  Instant guilt and shame welled up inside her.“Who are you talking to this hour of the morning, Tashia?” he demanded with the sternness of a parent.  “Why aren’t you in bed?”She turned around and made her nonsensical, stuttering response.  He frowned but she saw no anger.  Unless he erupted like he did in Dr. Andrews’ office, she was pretty much clueless as to his real emotion.  Still, guilt stabbed at her with the feeling that she had betrayed him.  He had never said she could not call Evan.  It was just that she imagined it would have been best if she had come to her husband with her fears instead of another man.  “I-it’s Evan,” the words finally stumbled out of her mouth.  “I’ll get off now.”  They said quick good-byes and she hung up the phone.“Why did you call Evan?” he asked with no increase in irritation to his tone.She made her fumbling explanation of her fear.  He did not even allow her to finish before turning around and walking upstairs.  After a few moments of stunned silence at both his reaction and her actions, she followed behind him, but when she got to the landing, the guest room door was already closed.  Tashia knew she definitely would get no sleep now.Tashia’s long-awaited yet unexpected final slide into sleep was interrupted by a knock at the bedroom door.  She muttered an incoherent response and rubbed her eyes.  As the door opened, she squinted and her view of Tony in the doorway brought her to hazy alertness.  The hallway light streamed in and cast him in focus as if in spotlight.  He wore a smoke grey suit with specks of deep, rich brown that matched his dress shirt and accentuated the chestnut in his complexion.  His black shoes were perfectly polished and brought her attention instantly to the onyx of his eyes.  Tashia gulped silently at his presentation, as he told her that he was leaving for work now.Other than the light coming in from the hallway, the room was cast in darkness.  “What time is it?” Tashia asked.“Five.”  In the week since she had returned, Tashia heard Tony jogging down the stairs precisely at 6 AM every morning and she assumed he left shortly thereafter once he had his breakfast.  Five o’clock was awfully early, and she could not help but to wonder if she was somehow the cause of his premature departure.  “I’ll be home late.  Around 8.”  He paused for a second and then asked if she was all right.“No,” Tashia confessed, as she sat up straighter in bed and pulled her sheet closer around her neck and chest.  “Tony, I...I’m sorry for...well, I shouldn’t have called—”“That’s not why I meant,” he interrupted tersely.  “Are you sore from the accident?”Tashia was surprised he would use the word “accident” but then recalled that she had not told him all that had occurred.  Although the other driver never struck her, her guess was that all of that was planned.  She rolled her neck and massaged her shoulder with the realization that she had not suffered the slightest bit of discomfort since she had returned home.  This she attributed to the steaming bath Tony had drawn for her.  At first, the fleeting thought came that he was trying to scald her.  But then the heat ebbed away all the aches and pains that were starting to nestle in her neck and back.  She could not believe the paranoid person she had turned into what seemed to be overnight.  She had never been that way before.  “No,” she said with some sense of surprise, “I have no pain.”“If you do and you need to go to the doctor, I left my office and the cell number next to the phone in the kitchen.”The thought of the phone brought back her sense of shame.  “Tony, I’m so sorry—”“We don’t need to talk about that right now,” he said with an edge to his voice.  “I’ll be back tonight.”With that, he closed the door and Tashia was left with apprehension surrounding his true emotion.Surprisingly, Tashia’s exhaustion drew her into a very heavy sleep shortly after Tony left.  She did not wake until noon, at which time she immersed herself in the heated shower water that eased the aches that were trying to make their home in her lower back and thighs.  After her shower, she went to the kitchen where she, famished, finished off four bowls of soup with toasted Italian bread.  There was not a drop left for Tony.  She tired at the thought that she would have to now come up with something to prepare for dinner.  And more so, the type of dinner that would meet his culinary approval.  Tashia stretched with a long yawn and surmised that she might soon find herself in bed again.This she did after about 15 minutes of tidying up the kitchen, placing a quick call to Stephanie, and tooth brushing.  However, this time she had one of her journals as her companion.  Sleep did not find Tashia as quickly as she had imagined, as she became engrossed with her life that she no longer knew.Chapter IXThe sun was breaking in through the breached vertical blinds in his office.  Tony sat in his swivel chair staring blankly at the window as he had for the last couple of hours.  This was more than he had anticipated.  He had gotten in too deep.His receptionist buzzed him.  “Yes.”“It’s Mrs. Gallows.”“Thank you.  Put her through.”  Stephanie was not going to like his answer.  Before she could ask, he just said, “I didn’t say anything.”“I figured you hadn’t.  She told me what happened.  I can’t believe it.”“Neither can I.  Do you want to meet to talk about the new system?”“Sure.”  He knew she would understand.  “I can’t do it today though.”  He heard her clicking away at her computer.  “Okay.  How about Thursday at 3?”Stephanie had installed an updated computerized calendar for him, which he now scanned.  “2:30.”“Fine.  That will work.  I’ll talk to you later.”Stephanie was real good.  She was very bright and perceptive.  Tony knew she would never divulge anything even accidentally.  Thursday sounded good.  They would meet at the same spot.  That way no one could hear what they had to say.  They never knew who was listening here.Tony barely got over the threshold into his home when Tashia thrust a piece of paper against his chest.  “Who is Valerie?!” she demanded with clenched teeth.He read the phone number neatly written under that name and shook his head slightly with a soft sigh.  He looked at her pointedly and Tashia trembled inside.  “She’s a business associate,” he answered quietly.“And what else?”“Tashia, I think we should sit down.”“I don’t need to sit.”“But I do.  I’m going to clean up, we’ll sit down, and we’ll talk.”“What?  You’re going to do what?  I want to talk now.”He raised his eyebrows and with eerily quiet voice told her, “We’ll talk when I get back downstairs.”Tashia huffed but he had already brushed past her on his way upstairs.  She had no choice but to comply, and she did not like that one bit.  Yet, she did not feel safe enough with him to push this one.  She glared at the path he had taken and shook her head in anger as she heard the door to the guestroom shut.  “Why am I leery of him?” she asked herself.  “He’s the one who did wrong.”  When she saw that woman’s name, she was overcome with hurt and anger.  Tashia just could not piece together why.  After all, she did not even know Tony well enough to be feeling any sense of betrayal.  Yet, there she was on the first floor of their home, shaking with the trepidation that her marriage to this stranger was crumbling...or maybe already had.  She heard the shower turn on and she shook her raised fist in that direction.  “And how could you just leave me down here like this?!”After about fifteen minutes, Tony came down to the kitchen wearing a white t-shirt and navy shorts.  His hair was wet, and the fresh, clean smell of the lavender oil that seemed to have seeped into his pores was nearly intoxicating.  As he sat down across from her at the table and breathed silently yet deeply, Tashia noticed how his skin glistened as it did every time after he took a shower.  With the remembrance of what had angered her, however, she shook herself out of her daze.  His good looks and charm could have no effect on her thinking now.  She looked down at her journal and instantly thought she saw red.His lips parted and she held her breath in hopeful anticipation of a truthful, plausible denial.  “Tashia,” he began, “Valerie and I almost had an affair.”  Tashia’s heart immediately shot to the bottom of her sickened abdomen.  She had read her reactions to what she thought might have been an affair in her journal, but hearing it from him literally shook her to the core.  Her gaze instantly shifted from him, as she anxiously flipped a few pages past where she had been reading.  She had to see if she could get insight as to if he had actually cheated on her or if he was telling her the truth.  “What are you doing?” he snapped, and she shut the book hurriedly.  Tashia could not imagine why she was so jumpy around him.  He was not her parent yet she felt as if she were under his rule.  “I told you about it then,” he said with a softened tone to his deep voice, “and I wanted to tell you now.  Actually, I didn’t want to tell you, but I thought I had to.  Stephanie convinced me that I should yesterday, but I just couldn’t find the words with all that had happened to you.”“Stephanie?”  Tashia gasped with little air to her voice.  It was as if she had been twice stabbed.He explained that she had told Stephanie about Valerie after he made his confession to her a year or so back.  “She’s known all this time, but you have too.  She didn’t say anything yesterday out of loyalty to me, but she called right after your lunch and said I had to tell you.  She said she couldn’t continue keeping this from you.”  Tashia nodded.  She could understand how she might feel that way.  Still, this was not her major concern.“Who’s Valerie?” she asked with no hesitation as her heart seemed to gradually rise back into her chest.“She’s a network engineer.  She works for a contract company that produces programs that can theoretically heighten national security.  Much because of my push, we decided to use her.”“I wonder why,” she commented sarcastically.“Because she was good.  I had no interest in her then.  We worked together closely.  I wasn’t really thinking anything.”  He went to hold her hand, but she snatched it away.  He continued in an even quieter tone than usual.  “I didn’t think anything at all.”  Maybe he was trying to assure her, but his mindset when they first started working together didn’t matter to her so much.  Whether or not something eventually happened between them, regardless of his initial intentions, did.“Anyway, she was kind of flirtatious.  She was that way with all the guys.  It was just friendly.  Some of them commented that she was a little more so with me.  I just laughed it off, but then I noticed it might be true.  I was flattered, but I wasn’t going to do anything about it.  She knew I was married, so I figured she wouldn’t either.”  Tashia’s leg shook with impatience under the table.  She just wanted him to get on with it.  He explained that the two of them were having a horrible time in their marriage and it was nice to have someone pay attention to him.“I didn’t pay you attention?  And you’re saying that because of that it’s my fault...”  She halted abruptly and took a deep breath in an attempt to tone down the defensiveness that was building up within her.“No.  Not really,” Tony replied frankly.  “You were pretty much just teed off at me all the time.”  Tony speculated that Tashia had decided not to allow herself to get any more emotionally invested in him because it hurt too much, something he understood currently but had not realized at the time.  “We’ve talked about this before, so you already know that.  Right then, though, it just seemed you weren’t interested if you couldn’t get your way.”“But this...this Valerie was interested.”  Tony nodded.  “And...is...is she pretty?”“She’s okay.  I wasn’t attracted to her looks.  I was attracted to how special she made me feel.  We never acted on anything, but I have to admit I was kind of flirtatious with her too.”“You made passes at her?!”“No.  I said we almost had an affair.  If I’d done that, that would have been...well, anyway, it would have been wrong.  I would just laugh it off if she said something, but I would return the compliment.”  He looked at her with what appeared to be intent sincerity, but Tashia questioned if she was only seeing what she hoped was there.  She asked him to give her an example of this flirtation and he cleared his throat slightly yet kept his gaze upon her.“Well, she might say something about my pants hugging me just right that day.”  Tashia breathed heavily through her nostrils, as the fume rose up in her.  She clasped her hands tightly under the table so he could not see them shaking, yet she was ashamed that she would display to him any level of emotion.  He claimed that he would get embarrassed by Valerie’s comments and laugh.  That he would just thank her and say she looked nice as well.Tashia smirked doubtfully.  “That’s all you would say?”“Well, maybe a little more than that, but I shouldn’t have said that much.  I never initiated anything, and I would change the subject.  It’s just that we started talking about deeper things.  She was becoming a friend.  She was interested in my ideas, my thoughts, what was going on in my life.  I told her about us.”“You did what?”“It was just natural conversation.  She could read between the lines.  She asked me directly if we were having problems, but I just tried to sidestep the issue.  Eventually, I just told her small things that didn’t mean much and then I finally...”Tashia nodded.  “You let it all out.”“I didn’t say anything against you, Tashia.  I was just so angry and frustrated.”  He sighed deeply.  “She asked if we could meet at my office one night so we could try to come up with a solution to a certain problem we were having with this program.  I said yes, but on my way, I turned around and went home.  I knew what would happen if I went there.  I called her cell and told her I couldn’t come.  She was pi...well, let’s just say she was greatly upset, but I just couldn’t do it.  How would you feel if you ever found out?  Even if you didn’t, how could I betray you like that?”Tashia searched his earnest expression.  She fervently hoped things had been as he claimed, but there was no way for her to know.  In her journal, she had written she had suspected him of cheating.  She pretty much ransacked their room looking for any evidence to prove that might have been the case, and she came upon Valerie’s number.  Tashia internally shook herself for her naïveté.  There was really no reason for Tony to still have this woman’s number if there was nothing between them.  Still, she could not help but cling onto the thread of hope that she was mistaken.  She made definite plans to continue with her reading later to see if he had really told her about this before.“As it turns out,” he interrupted her thoughts, “that was the same night I asked you what you wanted from me and you told me to stop hurting you.  After that, things got better between the two of us.  Our marriage was worth fighting for.”Tashia wanted to know what happened with him and Valerie after that night, and he said he decided to stop working with her.  “There were a lot of questions asked, but I knew it was best.  Certain things she did were pretty suspect, but I didn’t notice until after I saw her for what she really was.  She was angry.  She taunted you and called as if we had meetings that we didn’t.  She would call them meetings but make them sound like something more.  But you believed me.”  His smile was slight but it appeared sincere.  “That was the best thing.  You believed me.”“And?”“And what?”Tashia breathed out heavily.  “Is that all there was to that?”  She could careless if she believed him then.  Her question was if she should now, and maybe if she could get him to give her some insight into what happened between them, she could determine if she should.“No,” he answered then shook his head as he exhaled through his teeth long and hard.  “That woman is wicked.  I have no way of proving it, but I think she might have tried to implicate me in leaking out information to Pakistan regarding our national defense or, I might say, lack thereof.  I found this database that had not previously been on my computer.  I didn’t have the skills to access it, but Stephanie did.  What we found you would not believe.”“What did you find?”“I can’t really get specific but—”“Why not?  I wouldn’t tell anybody.”“No.  It’s not that.  We didn’t look at particulars.  There was no time for that, but basically either someone truly has been leaking security information to the Pakistani government or someone was just trying to make it look as if I had.  In either case, the fact that this junk was on my computer points all fingers toward me.  In fact, everything definitely would have been tied back to me if it had not been for Stephanie.”Tashia assumed he was referring to their friend’s master computer skills and he confirmed that he was.  As he put it, the Pakistani government would not say anything about their knowledge of these secrets, but he concluded that at a minimum, a hint of something might come out at some time.  “What will happen if it gets pinned on me?” he asked as he looked at her with brows anxiously furrowed.  Tony put his head in his hands and shook his head.  Tashia watched him in incredulity.  She placed her head on the table to try to get a view of his face, as she wondered if he might be laughing behind the mask or applauding his great acting job.  After a few seconds, however, he looked at her and she quickly sat straight up in her chair.  “Tashia,” he almost seemed to beg as he put his hands palms up on the table, “I don’t know what to do.”She had no idea what he expected her to say.  Then the thought occurred that in full craftiness he might be trying to shift the focus of the conversation, so she would not be so occupied by his misdeeds with this Valerie.  Nonetheless, as he stared at her with angst in his eyes, she could not help but feel compassion for him despite her distrust.  She chose to speak out of the latter, however.  “Tony, that just sounds bizarre.  Why would she have it look as if you leaked something out to Pakistan instead of to a country with real power?”Tony chuckled.  “You’d be surprised who has ‘real power’.  And I know it sounds crazy, but it’s true.  My job does involve national defense, you know, and I am heavily involved in international relations.  Besides, Pakistan is by no means a superpower but it has international clout that is highly undisclosed.”  This explanation made her no less cynical.  “You don’t believe me, do you?”  Tashia just pursed her lips and shrugged her shoulders.  “Listen, do you know where Pakistan is located?”Tashia tried to place the country in her mind for a moment but without success.  “Not exactly.”“Well, it’s bordered by Afghanistan, China, Iran, and India.  It holds a central location of a part of the world where U.S. international dealings are almost incomparable.  Relations between India and Pakistan have been highly strained.  However, Afghanistan and China are great allies of that country.  The U.S. has had to be very careful in its dealings with Pakistan because of these other countries.  Although we banned trade to Afghanistan in the past, we supplied missiles to them decades ago, which we tried to buy back because we were worried they’d use them in blowing up civilian aircraft.  They have returned not one missile to date and you know what happened with the planes flying into those buildings.  That’s the story that’s been given to us lowly citizens anyway, including those of us working in the government.  I have other ideas of what really happened, but basically at some point we have had to be very cautious in our relationship with them as well as with Pakistan.  At least we were careful until fairly recent history with our troops going into Afghanistan.  That has not made for favorable relations with Pakistan, particularly with the possibility that we’ll be looking at that country in the near future for some of the same.“As far as China is concerned, we’re trying to preserve favorable relations with them in particular despite the supposedly incredible human rights violations over there, and we do not want to mess with its ally, Pakistan.”  Tashia frowned at Tony.  He did not seem to buy any story their government gave them.  “It just gets me sick to my stomach,” he continued, “when I think about the sex slavery of Chinese girls and women, but more so in Pakistan, as well Afghanistan, and when I see our country not only supporting this but actively involved in perpetuating it...” He let out a guttural groan of disgust.He kept on speaking for minutes about she did not know what.  “Not only that but the U.S., which was the primary supplier of aid to Pakistan, lifted some of its sanctions against it.”  Tony said he could be wrong, but from what he gathered the sanctions were only imposed because the U.S. considered Pakistan to be a prevalent nuclear threat that was continually developing nuclear weapons.  “Yet now with trying to keep the peace with China, we would not dare have sanctions against Pakistan or against China for that matter despite the atrocities that are said to be going on over there.”  He paused for a moment in his speech then continued as an apparent afterthought, “Not that there are not horrors in this country of undisclosed proportions.”Tashia could take no more.  Her head had become so lost before he had not concluded a third of his farfetched soliloquy that she no longer tried to follow.  She sighed and suggested that he just tell someone what Valerie had done to his work computer or perhaps ask his father for help.He squinted at her in amazement and cocked his head, as if she had just fallen off the largest turnip truck.  “Did you get anything of what I just said?”  He shook his head and seemed to decide not to get into that any further, something that relieved Tashia greatly.  “I have to have proof, and I don’t want to get him involved in this.  Do you know what could happen to me if someone finds out about this?”  Tashia thought that Tony was accurate in his previous self-assessment.  He did think about himself an awful lot.  “I am in it deep, and I wonder if you are too.”“Me?” she asked with surprise.  Of course he would be worried about himself if he really could be in such deep trouble, but she was shocked that he might be concerned about her as well.“Yes, you.  Of course you.  You disappeared.  Someone followed you yesterday, and you think someone was following you in Indiana.”  Tashia’s eyes shifted, as she realized he knew.  “Stephanie told me,” he confirmed.  “I’m just sorry you didn’t feel comfortable enough to let me know that it was possible someone was responsible for your wreck yesterday.  Or that you thought someone had been following you in Indianapolis.  Funny,” he muttered, “you were probably comfortable enough to tell Evan.”His words stung.  And then she felt the growing discomfort of her inward battle regarding if she should share more with him, especially with the thought that he might be feeling responsible for her life being in danger when the reason it was probably had nothing to do with him.  Tashia was uncertain about much, but one thing she believed was that whatever Valerie might have put on Tony’s computer had no relation to her apparently being tracked.  Although she figured she should at least talk to Stephanie to confirm if what he was saying about Valarie was true, instead she found herself blurting out all of what Stephanie had told her the previous afternoon regarding the files.Tony’s nasal flaring made it crystal clear he was none too pleased she had not confided in him once again about something of such paramount importance, but his tone suggested that he seemed to be trying to speak kindly.  “Listen, I do understand.  You need to understand something too,” he said softly.  “Before you lost your memory, you were not keeping any of this from me because you didn’t trust me.  You kept it from me because you knew I’d say to quit playing detective.”“What do you say now?”  He closed his eyes and shook his head for a few moments then looked at her piercingly.  “I say to think about it for half a second.  If I wanted to kill you, you’d be dead.”  An intense uncontrollable shiver went through Tashia at those words.  “I don’t want to,” he quickly countered.  “Wouldn’t you think that if I had, I wouldn’t have tried to have you drown in the Potomac?”  He cocked his head again and looked at her with a slight sideways smile.  “I know your skills Tashia.  That wouldn’t be the best choice.”She paused then protested, “Yeah, but even expert swimmers...”  Tashia let her voice trail off as her lips remained slightly parted.  He was right.  He was right!  She had learned enough about him that she was certain he would have devised a plan where success would have been greatly guaranteed.He smiled softly at her and reached across the table.  He held her hand in his and caressed it gently with his thumb.  Tashia would not look at him, as she had to fight the embarrassment of a trembling hand. “I don’t know what we’re going to do Tashia but I do know we’re going to deal with this together.”She did not know what they should do either, but strangely, she felt like someone might really be in this with her.  Someone might truly understand.  Yet two questions remained.  She did not know how she could she feel that way after what he had just told her or how could she trust a man who still frightened her.Chapter XTashia was the doctor’s first appointment Wednesday morning.  As she sat with Tony and her in a sort of semi-circle configuration, she settled comfortably into the plush felt seat.  Isabella Hernandez’s office was nothing like she expected.  It was very warm and cozy.  The doctor was not what she expected either.  From the plaques on the walls in the waiting room, she was able to ascertain that she must have been at least 50 years old, but she looked more like she was in her late thirties to early forties.  She had a hearty laugh and a warm smile.  What Tashia liked about her most, however, was that she took her time talking to her and encouraged her input on her treatment.“So we’ll do this however you want.”“May I ask you something Dr. Hernandez?”“Yes, but please call me Isabella, Mr. Gerard.”  Tashia like how she pronounced her own name with her lilting accent.  “Actually, I should say, please call me Isabella, Tony.”He smiled approvingly at her, as he had done often during the time they all had together.  “Do you think my wife’s memory will ever return?”“I do.”  She looked at both of them as she spoke.  “You have what is called dissociative amnesia.”  Tashia sighed in relief.  It was good to have a label even if she did not have the slightest clue what it meant.  “What that means is for some reason you have subconsciously decided to block out a very painful part of your life.  However, I don’t believe you will do that indefinitely.  What most convinces me of this is that you really want to recover your memory.  Isn’t that correct?”  Tashia nodded but then asked if she might be too weak to do so.  “With all due respect for my colleague, I have to be in agreement with your husband.  Many very well qualified people in my profession still hold the stance that people who repress memories have some underlying weakness.  I just think a little differently.  How many of us have selective memory?”  Tony nodded, but Tashia was not sure where she was going with this.  “When a wife tells her husband something and he forgets, can it be that he subconsciously did not want to remember?”  At this time, a smirk came across Tony’s face, as he admitted to that happening to him on occasion.  “I don’t know,” Isabella laughed, “but I think my husband has the same problem.  Basically, what I’m saying is that when an emotional component is involved, we might forget.“In any case, it is just my opinion, but I think we all avoid certain things for whatever reason once in a while.  Of course, I would never say most lack of recall is due to some type of protective mechanism.  If something traumatic happened to you, Tashia, it would be quite normal, however, to shut it out until you could deal with it head on.  That is not a sign of weakness.  That is a reaction that will serve to protect you.  You want to discover what your mind has been hiding, and I’m here to help you.  I will not be doing the primary work, however.  I’m only here to help guide you.  If you feel we’re going too fast, I need to know.  If I think it would be helpful to you to stay at the same pace, I will encourage you, but”—she shook her head for emphasis—“I would never try to push you.”Tashia really appreciated that and told her so.  They went over their tentative plan again.  “You have a lot of homework.  This is only a consultation.  There will be no charge, so if you decide you would like to look elsewhere before making a decision about working with me, there is no loss.”“Oh no.  I don’t want to go anywhere else.”  Tashia looked at Tony for his approval and confirmation.  She noticed she did that often with him.  He agreed that working with Isabella would suit them very well.  Dr.  Sharp had told them that she was a little unconventional but if Dr. Andrews fit the conventional mode, they would gladly seek the alternative.Isabella smirked slightly but made no comment when Tony shared his observation.  She just stated, “If you at any point change your mind, please let me know.  There will be no hard feelings.  Okay.  Let’s go over everything once more.”Tashia felt so unprepared.  She had commented that she should have brought a memo pad, but Isabella offered her one.  Tony started to jot everything down in his electronic organizer.  He told her she could just use it, but somehow she felt more independent taking this on by herself even if she was just writing down notes.  When he closed the organizer, she was grateful he allowed her that liberty, as she got the impression that was not how things were run in their marriage.Isabella had commended her earlier for reading the journal, looking through photo albums, and watching their videos.  She encouraged her to continue doing so.  Tashia asked her if it was all right if people told her things about her past to which the doctor questioned her as to how it made her feel when they did.“I feel like I might be able to fit pieces of this humongous puzzle together with the information one day, and I like that.  At the same time, if I get too much at one time, it gets very frustrating.”  She glanced at Tony and hesitated.  He told her to just say what was on her mind.  “Well...um ...it’s just that...your mother seems real nice, but she loads so much on me and keeps saying, ‘You remember that, Tashia’.  Well, I don’t and it’s very frustrating feeling like I should.”  Isabella asked her if she had expressed that to her.  “Yes, but it doesn’t stop her.”“Tashia tends to be very candid with everyone except my mother.  She is the one person you can’t use any tact with because she just doesn’t get it.”“But I don’t want to hurt her feelings,” she explained to them both.“That’s why you’ve always been soft with her.  Her feelings do get hurt very easily, but she’ll take you for all you’ve got, albeit very innocently, otherwise.”Tashia shook her head.  She could not see herself hurting that lady.  She would just have to find a way to deal with it.  “My point is that it’s sometimes a lot to handle hearing about myself as if hearing about someone else no matter who is talking to me, but I need to hear it.”  An idea came to mind.  “Do you think I should take notes on what people tell me?”“That is usually recommended for people who have impaired short term memories.  From all you’ve shared with me today, your short-term memory is very good.  However, it would not be a bad idea to do that if you’d like because it might help you put some things together if you can see it on paper.  Are you a visual person?”  Tashia said yes.  “I thought you might be.”“Really?”“Yes, and very feeling oriented too.  Kind of intuitive.  That will help you a lot.  I also want you to start a new journal.  Write about your feelings, your thoughts, whatever you want.  I want you to bring it during each appointment, and we’ll discuss what you wrote.  Is that agreeable?”“Yes.  Very.”“Tashia, can you think of yourself as an investigator trying to find clues that will help you solve a mystery?”She giggled.  “That sounds exciting.  I can do that.”“Great!  You need to interview people you trust about your past.  If it gets to be too much, take a break, and go back to it later.  Go to the library and find books about people who have similarities to you.  Read their stories.  See if anything sparks some recall.”“Are there any particular books you want me to read?”“The ones you choose.  Bring them with you next time.”“How about if I choose the wrong types of books?”Isabella did not think she could do that.  “If you select anything too evasive, we’ll discuss it.  We’ll find out together.”  She suggested that she get involved in prior activities but not overdo it.  “It’s good that you’ll be returning to work next week.  You said you wanted to wait out another semester before restarting grad school to get your Masters in Education.”  Prior to her losing her memory, she had almost finished her coursework at University of Maryland University College and should have had her thesis completed by spring.  “That’s fine.  You will have to pace yourself.  Your husband and I will be able to help you with this, but the ultimate responsibility will be yours.”Isabella started writing on an assignment sheet.  “Next week, I want you to one, write down at least 10 questions to ask four people you trust, and two, record their answers.  Three, journal for at least three consecutive days, and four, read the first chapter of one of four books you borrowed from the library.  You can buy them from a bookstore if you want as long as you get them.”She handed Tashia the paper. Her handwriting was impeccable.  Tashia said she guessed she did not need her memo pad, but the doctor told her to use it.“You never know if what you wrote might be more helpful to you than anything I could have written.  There is one other thing I need to tell you.  Be safe.”  Tashia had told her about her encounters with the two men who were apparently following her.  She also shared with her about her conversation with Stephanie.  “I’ve been telling you to talk to people you believe you can trust because you need to be very cautious.  I’m not saying this to scare you.”“You couldn’t do that.  I’m already scared enough.  I’m not even that sure who to trust.”She looked at her with compassion.  “I know.  It’s a hard balance.  You need to be cautious, but you can’t be so leery of everybody that you never find what you’re looking for either.“Tony, I might ask you to come in from time to time but only if it will be helpful to your wife.  Is that agreeable to the both of you?”  They said yes.  “While this is affecting you too, my main focus has to be on Tashia.”  In response to that, he told her how disheartening it was for him to not be able to help his wife.  Tashia’s heart skipped a beat with this sentiment, one he had not shared with her previously.  He said he was so glad to have her back, but he missed the woman who had learned to trust him again.  “I can understand that.  I really do, but this has to be about her.  If there is anything you think can bring light, share it with your wife.  If you have things to discuss during the times you are here, that will be fine, but I can only keep it steered toward what will be helpful for Tashia.  If you need help dealing with things, we can make arrangements to have that handled, but, as I said before, she is my main focus.”“I understand, and I agree.”“Okay.  It has been great meeting with both of you.”  She had a receptionist, but she set up the appointment herself.  “If I can be of any assistance before our next meeting, please feel free to call me.”  Tashia could tell she was genuine in her offer.  There seemed to be no pretense with her.  It looked as if this would work out just fine.Tashia had been greatly encouraged by her visit to the psychologist, but her enthusiasm dampened when she spoke to her godmother, Aunt Gladys, later that afternoon.  Tony had gone into work as soon as he dropped her off, and she did not bother to wave him off because she heard the phone ringing as she unlocked the door.  After closing and locking the door and ensuring that the alarm was set, she sprinted into the library as not to miss the call.  Tashia was greatly relieved when she first heard her aunt’s voice, as she had called her several times the day before and had received no response.  Once Tashia asked her about the boxes containing her parents’ old things, however, her aunt’s reply was not what she had thought.“I think you took that stuff, honey, but I’ll look through what I have here to see if I can find anything.  We have so many boxes all over this place that I’m not sure where anything is.”  Aunt Gladys and Roger lived 40 minutes away from Tashia and Tony in Laurel, Maryland...that is, it would be 40 minutes with how Tony drove, but Tashia would be pushing it to make it there in an hour.  “You are more than welcome to help me look after I get things in some type of order.”“Maybe I can come this weekend,” Tashia suggested in desperate hope that her aunt could organize her home sufficiently by that time.“I’m pretty sure everything will still be a big mess then, but you’re welcome here any time.  You and Tony can come over for dinner or lunch.”Tashia would talk to him about a trip out to Laurel, although she thought he might have to go into the office on Saturday.  Her aunt would speak to her husband as well, although she was certain he would not mind the visit.“Aunt Gladys,” Tashia asked, “do you know what I did with those copies?”“I don’t know what you did with anything.  This is the first time I’m hearing all of this now.”“I’m surprised I didn’t tell you, but I guess I didn’t want you to worry.  I’m sorry.”“It’s okay, honey.  I know that’s the reason why, but I’m just glad you’re letting me in on things now.  Tell me something.”  Tashia asked her what that was.  “Will you keep on doing that?  Will you let me help you by keeping me in on things?”  She said she would. “Then that’s all I need to hear.  I love you, Tashia.”Tashia smiled weakly.  She loved her too and she was so glad someone she knew was near.Tony and Stephanie met at her mother’s house in Oxon Hill, Maryland.  Stephanie’s father had long since passed away.  The home was dilapidated, but it served its purpose for Mrs. Carroll.  It had also served its purpose for Tony and Stephanie a few times.“I’m not keeping anything from her ever again,” Tony insisted.  “You should have seen how she looked at me when I told her about Valerie.  It hit me to the core.”  He slammed his hand on her mother’s faux wooden kitchen table and then apologized.  That lopsided thing was shaky enough without him helping bring on its total destruction.  “She was so hurt.  I think she believes me that nothing happened, but I’m not so sure she knows how much she can trust me.”“And you want me to assure her that she can.”“No.  I have to do that.  She has to see that I’m trustworthy through my words and actions.”“And she will, but I’m always putting in a good word for you,” Stephanie offered with a tender smile.  “I told her nothing happened between you and Valerie.”He returned the smile and thanked her.  “Sure.  Anything for the two of you.  I have a vested interest in things working out between you two.  After all, I’ve been praying for years.”She opened her mouth to say something more but hesitated for several moments.  Tony seemed to be waiting patiently until she asked him if she could ask him something personal, to which he said she most definitely could.“How is it living with Tashia now?”“It’s great that she’s back.”When he offered nothing more, she clarified, “That’s not what I meant.  I feel the same way, and for me that’s almost enough to compensate for everything else.  We talk every day, just like we used to, and in some ways we talk as deeply emotionally as we used to.  I love that, but I know she talks so freely with me because she trusts me wholeheartedly.”Tony’s eyebrows rose and his nostrils flared.  “You can just spit it out, Stephanie.  She doesn’t trust me like she does you.”“Well...yes, that’s true.”  She hesitated again and Tony motioned with his hand for her to continue.  “I’m not asking this out of nosiness, but how is it having to sleep in a separate room from your wife?”  He straightened up in his chair and cleared his throat slightly.  “I...I shouldn’t have asked.  You don’t have to answer that,” she retracted.“I’ll answer, but first tell me why you’re asking.  Has Tashia talked to you about this?”  Stephanie confirmed that she had.  “But she hasn’t spoken to me.  And again it’s because she doesn’t trust me,” he concluded.Stephanie said she was sure she would in due time, but Tony shook his head with an air of disgust.  He divulged that compared to how she was prior to her disappearance, she talked to him very little with rare exception.  She used to talk more than he could take, but now things were a lot different.  “I know she’s only been back for a little over a week.  I just need to be patient with her,” he said with a heavy sigh of resignation as he looked off toward Stephanie’s mother’s pantry.  Yet after staring at nothing in particular for several seconds, he looked at her pointedly and declared, “But I miss her.  I miss how it used to be.  How can I...I don’t know how to wait for her to come back.”  He looked at Stephanie with such a sense of pleading and she swallowed as her eyes began to get moist.  “Stephanie, why doesn’t she...why can’t she...?”  He shook his head and went another direction.  “What has Tashia told you about us not sleeping in the same room?”Stephanie’s hesitation was brought on by the discomfort of discussing this with him.  But she was the one who brought it up and it was just Tony after all.  “She just wonders if you care that you’re not really living together as husband and wife.  She doesn’t just mean in the bedroom.  She means overall.”“If I care?!  Of course I care!”“I know Tony,” she responded softly.  “Don’t get upset.  She just doesn’t know you like she used to, but she will again.”He stood up and paced the floor of the small kitchen.  He gripped onto the sink with enough force to nearly separate the metal from the wood.  She saw the tension in his back and wondered if she should have just avoided the subject altogether.  Tony finally returned to the table and plopped in his seat.  “Stephanie, I tell you, I am so angry at whoever did this to her,” he hissed.  He let out a groan and punched the table, at which time he apologized again as he realigned it until it seemed reasonably balanced.  Stephanie did not flinch.  His actions had not disturbed her, but what must have been going on within him did bother her.  “She looks at me like I’m a stranger,” he continued once assured that the table would not fall into either of their laps.  “Do you know how that feels?  Of course you don’t.  I wouldn’t want you to know.  She calls that Evan kid for comfort, but she can’t talk to me,” he said, pointing to himself.  “She was able to trust him and his sister right away, but she feared that I, her own husband, was trying to kill her.  I tell you what.  This is killing me.”“Do you blame her, Tony?”“No!  I don’t blame her.  I just...I try to deal with it.”  He confessed that he had not expressed his feelings to anyone other than Stephanie.“Why not Tashia?”He shook his head.  “I can’t do that.  She has enough to deal with right now.  Why put my problems, which are nothing compared to hers, on her?”“Because she’d know that you have feelings.  Tony, I think she thinks you’re the iceman.”He frowned.  “What?”“You do come off like that.  You can’t see it, but with that low, quiet voice of yours and your cool demeanor, you can be very intimidating.  If someone didn’t really know you well, and I mean really well, they would think you were emotionless, at least as far as the more tender emotions are concerned.  I keep trying to convince her that is not true, but the convincing has to come from you.  She thinks you might care about her because of how you reacted when you felt as if that doctor was attacking her and when that man followed her.  She wonders, though, if your emotion had to do with someone trying to hurt something that was yours.”Tony closed his eyes and covered his face with his hand as he shook his head.  Finally, he opened his eyes and brought his hand down to his chin, as he rubbed the first trace of stubble.  He watched Stephanie and she looked at him expectantly.  “Okay, fine,” he finally said.  “What are the names of those people whose files you accessed?”“Don’t do that Tony!”“Don’t do what?”“Don’t avoid the subject.”He shrugged his shoulders.  “What do you want me to say?  I’ve heard what she thinks of me, and there’s nothing else for me to say.”“That is exactly what I mean.  Do you do that to her?  She doesn’t know you anymore Tony.  You have to gain her trust.  Your wife needs you to say the things you said to me today.  I mean it Tony.  Talk to her.”“Fine.  Will you answer my question now please?”Stephanie shook her head and huffed, “Fine. You can really be exasperating,” she mumbled through clenched teeth, and he smiled.  She knew it was not his intention, but she also knew he liked getting a rise out of her.  She took a piece of paper out of her purse and handed it to him, indicating that she had written down the names she could recall.“Thanks Steph.  I’ll take it from here.  You’ve done more than enough for us.”  He read down the list.  “Oh, I know him.  I wonder why she wanted his file.  He’s a friend of my father’s.”  She asked him who was.  “Rear Admiral Ray Myers.  I think he’s a naval reserve officer now.  Tashia and I have been over to his house with my parents a few times.  I’ve been wondering if I should ask my father to assist us with this, but I need to run it by her first.”Stephanie told him that was a good idea.  She apologized for not being able to help any more, but he repeated she had done more than enough already.  “And Stephanie,” he said by way of apology, “thank you for getting me to open up to you.  You have a way of doing that.”“No problem,” she said, as she patted his hand.  “Just open up to your wife, too.”On a humid September afternoon, Tashia sat in the kitchen of Sheryl Alison grateful for the ice cold glass of pink lemonade.  It was Thursday of her second week back in Maryland and she would return to school on Monday.  Tashia had met with the principal, who welcomed her back very graciously.  He told her she would be supported in any way possible.  He had gotten her in touch with Sheryl Alison, the teacher for whom she had been an instructional assistant for the last two years.  This meeting Tashia hoped to find fruitful, as she would like to have some idea of what she was doing when she returned to school.Tashia and Sheryl had first met when the former was an instructional assistant at Owings Mills Elementary.  Sheryl’s daughter, Ashley, was in Tashia’s kindergarten class.  When Tashia transferred to Catonsville Elementary the following year, she and Sheryl were happily surprised to find out they would be working together.“Come on Ashley,” Sheryl called.  “Miss Tashia is here.”  Out of the corner of her eye, Tashia saw a little figure peering around the wall into the kitchen.  “Come in here, sweetie,” she prodded.  Ashley walked slowly over to her mother and then clung to her, all the while staring shyly at their guest.  She was a beautiful child, who looked remarkably like her mother despite their contrasting features.  Sheryl had curly long blond hair, big green eyes, and a Scandinavian-type complexion.  Ashley had a black curly puff of hair, big bright blue eyes that looked so much like her mother’s with the exception of the color, and an almost bronze complexion.  “Aren’t you going to say hello to Miss Tashia?”  The little eight year old whispered a “hi” and then dashed out of the room.“Ashley!  Ashley!”  Sheryl’s face flushed beet red.  “I’m so sorry.  She really likes you.”Tashia smiled politely but chose to make no comment.  “She really does,” her mother defended.  “You are her favorite teacher.  I told her what happened to you, and I think she just might not know how to handle it.  Ashley has been having trouble handling a lot of things since her father and I separated.”  Sheryl choked out the last few words.  She looked down at her glass of iced tea and tried to blink away the tears.  Tashia’s heart flooded with compassion.  She was about to tell her how sorry she was when Ashley scurried in with a huge smile on her pretty little face.“Oh, honey, you’re back.”Ashley’s smile disappeared.  “Mommy, are you crying?”“It’s just something in my eye.  What do you have there?”Ashley stood right in front of Tashia, smiling brightly again, and said, “This is for you, Miss Tashia.  Mommy kept telling me to hurry and come downstairs, but I hadn’t finished it yet, and I felt bad.  I hope you like it.”Tashia took the big colorful homemade card in hand.  It read:  “I HOPE YOUR MEMERY GETS BACK REAL SOON AND WE CAN GO AND LOOK AT THE MOON”.  She had drawn a picture of the two of them looking at a moon that was smiling down on them.  While clear an adult had not drawn it, the picture showed remarkable detail for a child her age.  Now Tashia smiled as widely as the little girl.  “I love it!  This is so good, Ashely!”  Tashia gave her a big hug, which little Ashley returned, and her heart warmed completely.Ashley showed her mother, who gave her equal praise.  “Miss Tashia, do you know why I said we could look at the moon?”  She shook her head.  “Because we went to that planet... planet...”“Planetarium,” her mother helped.“Yes.  Plan-et-tar-ri-um.  We went there on a school trip and saw the moon.  You sat next to me, and I was so happy.”  Her face beamed.  “When Mommy, Daddy, and me came over to your house for dinner, you and Mr. Tony let me look at the moon through your telescope.”  Her smile broadened and gave nearly full view of baby teeth intermingled with some permanent.Tashia turned to Sheryl and said, “She must make you very happy.”“She brightens every day, don’t you, sweetie?”Still smiling, Ashley just shrugged her shoulders.  “Should I go back upstairs now, Mommy?”“That would be a good idea, so Miss Tashia and I can finish talking about business.  I’ll call you to come down later.”“Okay,” she obeyed, yet she kept looking back at Tashia and waving at her until she finally made it up the stairs.“Oh my goodness.  She is precious.  How can you stand it?”“I really can’t complain.  She is very good.  I think she gets her even temperament from her dad.”“What’s his name, if you don’t mind me asking?”“Steven.  I miss him,” Sheryl said, as her hand trembled slightly on her glass.  She explained that it had been three months since he left and she did not know if they were going to get back together.Tashia hesitated, as she did not know if she should pry, but it did not seem right to leave this alone.  “Why wouldn’t you get back together?  I mean, didn’t you promise each other you would stay together forever?”  Tashia covered her mouth, as she had not meant to sound judgmental.  When she said as much to Sheryl, she said that if anyone else had made the comment, it would have.“But not you.  You are one of my closest friends.  I know where your heart is.  And as far as Steven and I are concerned, yes, we did make that promise.  You and I have had this conversation before, and I just don’t think like you do.  You don’t think divorce is an option.  I believe in God, and I don’t think I should have made a promise to Him I couldn’t keep.  Steven and I are just not as religious as you are, and we don’t know how to keep it together.  I’ve done everything I know how.”  She paused and then whispered softly, “He has too.”Tashia asked if they had gone to a counselor.  “Yes.  Several.  We’re just at a loss.  Well, actually, I guess the answer would only be half yes.  I have, but he doesn’t want to.  I think he’s given up on me.”  Tashia put her hand on her chest.  Her heart broke for this woman with the sadness of the death of her marriage.  “I’ve thought of asking him again since we’ve split up, but I’m afraid,” Sheryl admitted.  Her voice had cracked and Tashia wished there was some way she could ease her pain.She asked her about her fear.  Sheryl could not face him saying no again because that would mean that he was rejecting her and the prospect of them reconciling.“But how will you know if you don’t ask?” Tashia pressed.“I don’t want to know.  Being in this emotional limbo seems better than the finality of a bad answer.”  Before Tashia could ask her how she knew what type of answer she would receive, Sheryl told her that she had gone to see her pastor.“My pastor?” she asked with surprise.“Yes.  He was very helpful.”  It had actually been a meeting with him and his wife.  They had gotten her to take her attention off of Steven and look at what she had done to contribute to their problems.  “He kept steering things back to God.  I guess that’s what pastors do, but you do that too.  It wasn’t like at my church.”“Oh.  You go to church?”“Well, on occasion I do.  It’s pretty dry there, so I haven’t gone much.  I’ve been trying to go more often over the last few months.  Ashley is growing up, and I want her to have some type of foundation.“Anyway, you’d better not even bring up the word ‘divorce’ at my church.  I’m sure your pastor doesn’t approve of it either, but he showed me scriptures to let me see why God hates it.”Tashia wanted to know Sheryl’s thoughts on the matter.“Divorce?  It’s wrong, but I don’t know what else to do.  I don’t think it would make things better.  They would probably get worse in some ways, but I don’t know how to live with him anymore.  I don’t know what to do Tashia,” she said, as tears pooled.  “I don’t want to ruin my daughter’s life.  I guess it wouldn’t ruin it.  My parents are not together, but it was hard on me.  I used to blame my mother, but I can now see how things can just be impossible.”“They can seem impossible,” Tashia encouraged, “but nothing is impossible with God.  He has salvaged marriages in the worst straits.”It was so funny how this woman was letting out her sorrows to her, but Tashia had to remind herself that she was no stranger to Sheryl.Sheryl nodded her head.  “I know.  I know.  You’ve told me.  I just don’t know if He can save mine.  You don’t know how hard it is living with me.”Tashia’s eyes widened.  “Wow.”“I didn’t mean to offend you by what I said about God.  I was just being honest.”Tashia was not offended.  She just was floored that Sheryl could not believe God could help her.  “God can do anything,” she assured and then made up her mind to give her advice, as Sheryl had seemed welcome enough to counsel.  “I think you should ask Steven to go with you to see Pastor Eliot.”“I haven’t been there in a while.  I’ve missed a few appointments, and he probably won’t want to see me again.”Tashia sighed.  “Sheryl,” she countered in softness, “I think you’re making excuses.”“You’re absolutely right,” Sheryl conceded with no hesitation.  “I am.”  She tapped her long fingernails on the table.  “I’ll think about it.  Maybe you could pray for me.”“I’ll pray with you right now, if you’d like.”  Tashia reached for her and her new friend took her hands.  Sheryl smiled, and Tashia saw a reflection of Ashley’s face in her mom’s.Chapter XIThe rest of the week was very busy.  Tashia dove right into her homework.  She was also trying very hard to get prepared for work.  She and Tony had dinner at Aunt Gladys and Roger’s, which was fun initially but then discouraging since they found nothing in the boxes.  They did not wind up leaving until 2 in the morning because Tashia went through every box with a fine-toothed comb, which was very helpful in getting them to put things away.  However, she left there feeling deflated.A bright spot was her work.  Everyone was extremely nice and accommodating at the school.  Sheryl took her under her wings like a protective mother hen.  By the third day, however, she was readily allowing Tashia to spread her own wings.  The students were great but challenging.  She figured if she could have a room full of Ashleys that would be asking too much.  These second graders ran the whole gamut in personalities. By Thursday of the first week, Tashia was feeling pretty overwhelmed.  She had a long way to go before feeling acclimated to school, and she still had plenty to complete at work before her appointment with Isabella Friday afternoon.  Because of the latter, she decided to stay at school later.  Sheryl was kind enough to offer to leave a message so Tony would know.At 5:30 precisely, Tashia put her last folder in her briefcase with a smile.  All other staff had left the school a couple of hours earlier, and it had been pleasant to be able to get work done in the classroom in peace.  Tashia stood to her feet, grabbed her bag off the desk, and went to the door.  She turned and gave the room one more look.  Somehow she knew that she would soon fit in this place well.Tashia turned the knob and pulled, yet the door did not open.  She frowned at it and twisted left and right.  There was very little movement of the knob.  “Is it locked?”  Tashia bent down and peered at the knob, as she continued to twist and got the confirmation with the view of the bolt in place.  Her mind raced with answers to this quandary.  She surmised that perhaps the custodial staff had locked up when she was in the back closet of the classroom without her notice.“Oh, no.  What am I going to do?”  She rushed to the desk and emptied the contents of her purse.  Tony had given her the better of his two cell phones after her frightful car experience, but there was no signal.  In fact, there was not even a charge.  Tashia scolded herself for her lack of responsibility.  He had told her to make sure she always maintained the charge, but she had paid the phone no attention until the present moment because she never used it.  Tashia carried her bank card with her to the door and took a bobby pin from her hair.After minutes of unsuccessfully jimmying the lock, her hands were shaking from the panic and she began banging on the door.  “Help!” she screamed repeatedly, as she continued to bang.  “Somebody help me!”  This attempt produced no more results than the other.  Tashia looked down at her hands, which were blood red from her assault on the wooden frame.  She did not hit the glass for fear that she might break it.  “Glass!”She ran over to the window, and tried to pry each up one by one.  Yet the windows in the classrooms did not open.  Sheryl had told her that, and she was absolutely right.  Tashia glanced at her car, the sole one in the parking lot, and ached for a solution as to how to get to it.  “How would someone get out of here if there were a fire?  What type of school is this?”  She realized they would just walk out of the door.  She yelled out in shaken voice as if bucking some unseen authority, “I would do that too if the door were open!”With a determined stare, Tashia went back to the door and worked with the lock for twenty exhausting minutes.  Somehow she felt if she kept trying, something would work.  But it did not.Defeated, she finally gathered her things and slumped down in a small chair near the window.  “Tashia,” she tried to reassure herself, “if you’re missing from home, Tony will eventually get someone over here to get you out of this.”  But “eventually” was the word.  Tony planned on getting home by 8:00.  She took a cooling deep breath and rubbed her rumbling stomach.  Tashia closed her eyes and started praying with the hope that she would one day find the whole situation hilarious.  Now, however, was not that moment.After some time, she picked up her belongings and turned to walk toward the door as if she were just going to be able to walk straight out of there.  Tashia gasped.  The door was not only unlocked but it was wide open.  She stopped short in her tracks with a moment of trepidation and wonder.  But then she began laughing out loud.  “Thank You Lord!”Tashia literally ran down the stairs and down the hall to the front door of the school.  “Oh no!” she yelled out in frustration.  “Not again.”  There were chains on the door.  She went to every exit she knew of and found the same.  “Okay,” she calmed herself, “maybe I can get in the teacher’s lounge and call Tony.  Where is that again?  I think...”Tashia froze.  The sound was one she could not distinguish, but she knew she had heard something.  Finally, with her heart thumping and breath held she began to walk slowly with the pleading thought that it might have been her movement that caused the sound.  Yet, there it was again, and she was certain it had not come from her.  The noise, this shuffling sound, stopped just as she did.  Tashia looked around frantically but saw no one.  She was in the middle of a wide hall and knew anyone would be able to see her.  As she began to scurry to the right out of view, the lights switched off suddenly.  She reached out unsurely and tiptoed until she found the wall, which she hugged as she tried to find an open door.  If she could even find a bathroom, maybe she could climb out of the window.  Yet she did not know where the bathroom was, as she was starting to get confused and lose her bearings of where everything was.Tashia’s heart beat with increasing resonance as the shuffling became louder.  She dared not call out to find out from whom it was coming, and her mind panicked with the fading hope that any door would open, as none had thus far.  Tashia internally gasped when one finally did, although her hopefulness sunk when she realized that she had found the entrance to the boiler room.  Tashia took several steps into the room.  She jumped with the door slamming behind her.  She rushed to it and breathed with relief when she found that it was not locked.  Not desiring to take any chances, however, she retrieved a wooden stick she spied next to a hissing boiler.  She would use it to smash the window or smash someone in the head, whichever might prove necessary.Although the room was relatively bright, she saw no exit and guessed that there likely was not one.  As she continued to move further into the room, she noticed out of the corner of her eye that the lights had come back on in the hall.  She turned toward the door, where a man’s shadow was distinct.  Tashia dived behind a pillar.  Her hand grasped the stick fiercely, as the rest of her body shook.  Sweat poured down her face.  She stood there trying to hold in her panting until she could muster the courage to peek out from her hiding place.  When she did, however, the shadow had disappeared.  Her knees knocked uncontrollably and a steady stream of perspiration trickled down her back.  ‘Oh, Lord, help me please!’Just as the thought came to her that she could not maintain her place in the boiler room as potential prey, she heard the creak of the door.  She grimaced at the sound of his whistling, as his footsteps neared.  Tashia slid off her pumps and silently raced for cover behind a huge pipe.  The whistler appeared instantly and she raised the hand that held the stick above her head, as she wailed with no control.  Her shrill scream and her threatening stance seemed to put more fright into him than he had into her, with his eyes expanding about three times larger than they already were.  The man stumbled backward and let out a shriek.  After gulping down a deep breath, he said something in Spanish and apologized to her.  It was Rudy, one of the custodians.“I’m so sorry Señora Gerard.  I didn’t know you were in here,” he said with shaken voice.Tashia stared at him with wide eyes.  “I—I’m sorry...I didn’t mean...I didn’t know...”“Señora, could you please...?”  His eyes were fixed on the stick held in steady aim, and Tashia realized she had not let down her guard.She brought it down with more apology, but he kept glancing between it and her.  She tried to reassure him that she had no intention of using the stick but then went into explanation as to why she had been holding it in the first place.  “I thought you were following me, Rudy.”He frowned.  “Following you?”“Yes.  I didn’t know it was you behind me.  I saw your shadow against the door when I came in here.  When I looked again, you were gone.  After a few minutes, I heard you opening the door, and then there you were.  I’m so sorry I screamed like that.”He shook his head.  “That’s okay, but I’m confused.  I just came here just now.  I wasn’t here a few minutes ago.”Tashia’s heart stopped.  “...What did you say?”  He repeated himself.  “C-could you do me a favor?”  He nodded.  She pointed toward the end of the room and asked, “Would you walk over there and then back here?”  He grinned shyly, obviously not knowing why she wanted this from him, but he complied.  He stood back in front of her and looked at her expectantly.  “Your feet don’t shuffle, do they?”“Shuffle?”“Slide back and forth,” she explained, as she demonstrated the movement.“No Señora.”  He paused, as he continued to frown at her.  “Are you okay?”‘Oh great,’ Tashia thought.  ‘Now, he probably thinks I’m crazy.’  “I tried to get out of the school, but I couldn’t find a way out.  All the doors were chained.  I was going to go to the lounge to call my husband, but I heard someone shuffling behind me.”“Who was it?”“I don’t know.  I’m not crazy Rudy.”“I know,” he said warily.  “You do look real scared though.  Do you want your husband to pick you up?Tashia shook her head.  “I can drive myself home.”Rudy offered to show her the way out of the building.  “It’s late, and most of the doors are chained, but one exit is open.”While he led her down the hall, he carefully explained that there was no one in the school except the two of them.  Still, she had to resist the urge to keep turning to look behind her.  When he opened the door with no effort, Tashia had to wonder if she was going crazy, as she thought she had tried that door not ten minutes earlier.  But then she attempted to put her fear aside, as she could still be having trouble with knowing her way around the school.Rudy was kind enough to walk her to her car and wait until she drove off.  He did seem awfully nice.  She did not think he was the one following her, but there was no way she could be sure.After driving for less than a minute, her palms were sweating madly with her gripping the steering wheel so forcefully that she had to pull over to the side of the road.  Tashia sat there with her eyes closed in prayer as her body shook with the impact of her fear.  Her eyes shot open with the beep of a car horn.  A man pulled alongside her and asked if she was all right.  She did not bother to respond but raced through the streets.  As she ceased her glance out the rear view mirror with confidence that no one was following her, she felt that she would make it to safety.  All she had to do was get home.  Right now, however, she did not feel as if any place were home...as if there were truly any place to be safe.When she got to the house and passed by the guest room, Tashia was surprised to find Tony sprawled out across the bed in the guest room.  She had expected him to arrive home much later.  He wore a blue t-shirt with matching sweats.  He looked so peaceful yet so strong.  Tashia sighed and headed into the shower.  After changing into her pajamas and bathrobe, she made her way downstairs to the kitchen.  She thought about looking for something to eat, but her stomach was still too much of a jittery mess to find anything appetizing.  Although it was rare that she turned on the thing, Tashia went into the family room and flipped through the television channels in search of something comical to get her mind off of her current problems.  Yet, this she was unable to do, as her mind kept replaying what had occurred at the school.  In the midst of all of her thoughts, the one most pressing was whether or not she was going crazy.First, the albino from the supermarket appeared at the jewelry shop, but Kara found nothing out of the ordinary about him.  Then Tashia was run off the road, but there were no witnesses to this nor did anyone see the man she supposed was harassing her.  And now she had been imprisoned in a school with a man with shuffling feet following her, yet the one person she saw seemed certain that they were the only ones in the building.  Of course, Stephanie had mentioned threats but that could have been because she was meddling into affairs of government officials.  Tashia couldn’t be putting people at risk because of her faulty perceptions.  She made plans to talk to her psychologist about the subject of her sanity the next day because she had to know if she was losing her mind.Tashia remained curled in a ball for the next hour while the television watched her, but there was no rest for her mind.  When the clock chimed 8:00 and Tony had still not emerged from the room, her concern turned from herself to him.  She went upstairs to look in on him, and he looked as if he had not moved a millimeter.  She watched for the rise and fall of his chest carefully and went back downstairs with the relief that at minimum, he was breathing.Tashia spent another lonely and worrisome hour in the changed location of the kitchen, but her anxiety increased when there was still no sight of him at 9:00.  She had been home at least two and a half hours.  In the little time since they had been reintroduced, Tony had not struck her as the type of person to take naps at all, let alone prolonged ones, after work.  Not that she had really thought about if he would be, but his behavior that night took her off guard.When the late September night wind began to whip against the house and she thought she caught a shadow of someone cast along the kitchen windows, she sprinted up the stairs into Tony’s room.  Breathing heavily, she stared at him and desperately longed for him to awaken.  Her hand shook as she softly placed it on his forehead.  He was not the least bit warm.  Nor did her touch disturb him. Her hopes deflated, she turned around to walk out once more and tried to decide on her next move.  She thought that perhaps she should call Stephanie again, as she had done when she first entered the family room.  Her husband said he would have her return Tashia’s call, but she had not called back yet.  She felt that she would be able to count on her to offer a reassuring word.“Hey.”  Tashia swung around, startled and joyful in the same moment.  “What ya doin’?”  Tony asked.“N-nothing.”  Tashia was surprised how happy she was to see him awake.  She was reluctant to admit it to herself, but her longing for his company made it evident that she was coming to care for this man more and more.He sat up and after a long stretch accompanied by a yawn, invited her to take a seat.  “Come here.”  He patted the bed, and she sat about two feet away from him.  He laughed lazily.  “Come closer.  I won’t bite.”  She slid a bit closer but would not return his steady gaze.  “I’m glad to see you.”  Tashia glanced at her feet as a smile glinted across her face.  “What time is it?” he asked then squinted at the clock radio.  “Oh wow.  I was really tired.  It was a hard day.”He returned his attention to Tashia’s visage with a soft smile and her heart resounded with palpitations.  She cleared her throat.  “Well, um...would you like some dinner?” she asked with a glance in his direction.“Yes,” he responded.  “That would be real nice.”  He just continued to smile at her as he rubbed one eye, and she again looked away with a bashful blush.  “I’ll be down in a few minutes.”Tashia left him to begin heating up both of their dinners of fettuccini with pesto sauce and broccoli florets accompanied by Italian bread.  Having not eaten in hours, she was suddenly ravenous.  As she piled salad into bowls, she kept wondering about her reaction to Tony.  He had confessed to almost cheating on her yet she could not wait to see him.  She tried to chalk this up to what had occurred at the school earlier that day, but she knew the truth.  Something about that man upstairs drew her powerfully and she could not deny her desire to know him more and more.  As eager as Tashia had been to tell him all that transpired, all she wanted to do now was be near him as soon as possible.  Another thought occurred to her.  Tony had not asked her how she was doing, and she had actually momentarily forgotten about everything out of relief that he was all right.  Tashia placed the final dish on the table and put her trembling hand on her chest, under which her heart was racing.  She dropped her hand hastily upon sight of Tony and then took her seat as he took his.The two of them ate in virtual silence, which initially was not problematic for Tashia because of her fit of hunger.  She did ask him a few questions about his day, however, and he answered very succinctly.  Tashia glanced at him periodically and noticed how his eyes focused as if he were someplace else.  Although she knew it was illogical, she tensed with the fear that perhaps his state was not only due to him being in deep thought but because he no longer wanted to be in her presence.  Yet the flawed reasoning tugged at her, as she did not understand how he could seem so happy to see her one minute but then be deadly silent the next.  Tashia finished off her Jamaican ginger ale and shifted in her chair.  After more moments of the deafening silence, she blurted out, “Is something wrong?”Tony frowned at her questioningly.  “No.”  He looked back down at the remainder of his meal but after some moments asked, “Why?”“You’re very quiet tonight.  Did I do something wrong?”“You?  Are you kidding?  No.  I’m just like that sometimes when I have something on my mind.”  He took a while to finish another bite of pasta with bread and then chuckled, “All right.  I’m actually like that a lot of the time.  I didn’t realize that until we got together because you like to talk.”  She teased him, asking if he was saying she talked too much.  “Not too much,” he said seriously.  “You just talk a lot more than I do.  That’s why it has been strange since you got back.  You haven’t had a lot to say to me.”Tashia smirked.  “Are you serious?”He nodded.  “You do talk but not like usual.  You...”  With his lips slightly parted, Tony looked at her intently, and Tashia’s heart pounded against her rib cage almost to the point of pain.“W-what were you thinking?”  Tashia was sure she was maintaining an undisturbed physical cover, but she found it so embarrassing how she stammered when she spoke to him.  But then she shook her head when she recalled that he had said how much it bothered him previously when she asked what he was thinking.  “You said something was on your mind,” she said in attempt to camouflage her question.“It’s okay, Tashia.  I don’t mind you asking.”  Tashia’s skin crawled with the unnerving sensation of him appearing to read her mind again.  “I was thinking about things that went on at work today.  Nothing really important.  I haven’t seen you all day, so I should have my attention on you.”  He moved his chair closer to the table and smiled at her with a twinkle in his eye as his gaze shifted between her eyes and her lips.  Tashia gulped and looked toward the kitchen exit.  As her leg shook uncontrollably under the table, she hoped he would not notice her adolescent response.  While Tashia had always prided herself in being mature for her age, her present attempt to live as an adult humbled her, particularly in terms of living as this man’s wife.  Although she felt like she were still in high school, she was quite aware that she was not, and she desired to do nothing that would give him the impression that he was dealing with a mere kid.  Still, he picked up on something, as he asked her why she was frowning.Not able to think of any other response, she confessed, “Um...because you make me nervous.” “Why?” he asked with widened eyes.“Because you keep looking at me like...like—”“Like I want to kiss you.”  Tashia’s face flushed and she looked down at the table, shaken by the thought that he might kiss her and overcome with embarrassment by her reaction.  As far as she was concerned, she had never been kissed by anyone.  In one sense, she was very curious as to what a kiss from Tony would feel like.  She was not only attracted to him.  She had, in this short time, come to feel a lot more even though it terrified her that she did.  In a much more enormous sense, however, the mere thought sent her knees knocking together.  “Tashia, sweetheart, look at me.”  She felt compelled to do so, although her gaze kept shifting away from his.  “I do want to kiss you, but I don’t want you to do anything you feel uncomfortable with.  I’m sorry for looking at you that way.  Sometimes I catch myself, and I have to make myself stop.”“Is it hard?”“Making myself stop?”“No.  Not being able to...” Tashia shrugged one shoulder and blushed.  “Well, you know,” she whispered, “is it hard not to kiss me?”“Nope.”  Tony sported his mischievous grin, and she stared at him in shock.  “I’m just kidding.  Yes, it’s very hard sometimes.  I want to hold you and kiss you.  But most of all, I want you to trust me.  I want you to want me to do those things.  I can wait.  I waited before we were married.  I can wait now.”“I wouldn’t let you kiss me then?” This conversation was so strange.  She looked at his exquisite exterior.  It could not be that he really wanted to kiss her.  But the look she had seen from him was one she could clearly discern.“You did let me kiss you when we were engaged,” he clarified, “but if I puckered too long, you’d push me away.”  Now, they both laughed, although she did so nervously.  As usual, his eyes continued smiling but the rest of his face became very serious.  He shook his head slightly as he spoke to her tenderly.  “You were so sweet and innocent.  You have never changed.”Tashia looked at him thoughtfully for a moment.  That made her feel good.  She felt just as good if not better, however, when he got up and cleared the table of both of their dishes, because she hoped that they would be able to get off of this uncomfortable topic.  He turned on the dishwasher and returned to the table.  She always washed the dishes by hand.  They were just different from one another.  “Have you gotten everything done for your appointment with Isabella tomorrow?”Tashia let out a quiet sigh of relief.  “Yes, but I’ve been thinking about the ten questions I was supposed to ask people.  I asked Stephanie, Sheryl, Aunt Gladys, and Aunt Kyana.  Isabella only said four people, but I feel like I should have asked you.”  Tony asked why she had not.  “You just don’t seem like the type of person who wants to sit down and be interviewed.”He grinned.  “And you thought you didn’t know anything about me.  I don’t when I don’t see the purpose, but this is different.  This is for your recovery.  Fire away.  Ask me anything.”“Okay.”  She reached over to the counter for her pad and flipped to a clean page where she wrote his name neatly on top.  “What did we enjoy doing with each other most of all?”  An almost wicked grin crossed his face and she immediately hid hers.“Come on, Tashia.  I’m sorry,” he laughed.  “Take your hands away from your face.”  She would not so he gently tried to help her.  Finally, she lowered her hands but looked only at the marble tabletop.  “You asked what we enjoyed doing together most, right?” Tashia could only nod.  She did not want to verbally respond, and she was sure she could not anyway.  “When you asked me that, for some reason what I enjoyed doing with you most of all came to my mind.”  She put up her hands to cover her face again, but he stopped her.  Tashia slipped her hands out of his as she resumed her survey of the marble face of the table.  She could feel him smiling at her and could almost hear his inward laugh.“It’s not funny,” she muttered.He broke out into hysterics and Tashia’s face burned with heated humiliation.  “I’m not laughing at you, but I am really happy.  This side of you makes me so happy.”“What?  The juvenile side?”“No.  The innocent side.  I’ve never known someone who could get so easily embarrassed but about all the right things.  I’m sorry I made you feel that way, but that is what I enjoy doing with you most of all.”“Why?”  She had let out the question with no forethought, but now she covered her mouth in shock as if that would somehow take the words back.Tony laughed harder and louder than she had ever heard him.  He usually just chuckled, but now curled up in a ball and stomping his foot, he was actually holding his side.  She could not help but look at him.  Her complete humiliation was almost overcome by his apparent delight.  After a while, she felt a slight smile coming upon her face and then a full-fledged toothy one.  After many moments, he finally regained his composure enough to be able to answer her.  “Oh, boy.  You make me laugh.  You are the first person I ever made love to.  That’s why.”  A look of stark seriousness crossed his face only to be so rapidly replaced by a slight smile that she thought she might have imagined the prior earnest expression.‘Wow,’ Tashia marveled.  ‘I was the only one!’  She had not even thought about this, but, despite the discomfort of the topic, this was celebratory news.  After a few moments of looking at her, all hints of smiles completely left his face and were replaced with pure earnestness.  “I love being with you because you are so sweet, pure, and innocent.  To be that close to someone so beautiful is so wonderful for me.”  Tashia looked at him in utter amazement with her eyes wide as saucers.  Those words were overwhelming, and she did not know how to respond.  “You didn’t always want to be with me, though.”“I didn’t?”Tony explained that was the case and put much of the blame on his selfish attitude.  Not unlike earlier that night, he would typically not have much to offer by way of conversation when he got home from work.  Particularly on those more trying days at the job, he held no desire to relive them with Tashia when she asked how his day had been.  Nor did he want to hear about hers, and that hurt her very deeply.  This was not the case because he simply did not care.  After dealing with problems all day long, he did not have the strength to care.  All he wanted to do was be able to come home and rest his mind.Tashia nodded.  “That’s understandable.”“Yes, but it’s also understandable that you needed to be able to address what you had been through during the day with someone who took an interest.  When I responded like I didn’t, you would feel unloved and unappreciated.”“I can definitely imagine that I would have felt that way.”Tashia wanted to know how they had managed to work things out, and when he said they had not completely, a feeling of profound disquiet overtook her.  Yet Tony assured her that their life together as husband and wife was a lot better than it previously was.  He took her small hands in his.  “It’s just continual hard work,” he said with a reassuring smile that brought peace to her mind.  Where he went next in the conversation, however, put her at anything but ease.  “You weren’t real interested when I would come to bed pulling on you after I hadn’t had anything to say to you all evening.”  Tashia could not prevent the tightening of her jaw.  “I was pretty much an insensitive jerk.”“Tony!”“What?”“Why would you say that about yourself?”“The question is why I wouldn’t?  I call them like I see them.  I really was, but I didn’t know it.  This will probably make you feel even more uncomfortable, but I wasn’t interested in your needs in the bedroom any more than I was in any other room in the house.”He was right.  It did make her feel uncomfortable, but the thought that he had been with no one other than her was very comforting.  She could not believe they were still on this topic, but, still, she had to ask.  “H-how could it be that I was the first person that you, um, made love to?”  If she had thought about it, she would have supposed there would have been at least a few women.For the first time since she had become reacquainted with him, Tashia saw a nervous display reflected in Tony, as his eyes shifted and then she knew she had not imagined the prior serious facial expression.  Still, he quickly returned his fixed yet troubled gaze on Tashia. “Well, you’re the only one I loved.”  She stiffened, as his delay in uttering more produced greater angst.  “...I...I thought I loved the others, but I was wrong.”Tashia’s mouth slowly opened ever wider, as the feeling of not being able to retrieve her breath from this verbal kick in the stomach steadily escalated.  She clutched her belly hidden from his view and forced back tears.  She blinked hard, thinking perhaps she had heard him wrong.  He could not have really have said he had slept with other women, especially after first telling her that she was the only one.  As Tony looked at her with the pain of regret in his eyes, she now realized she had inadvertently slipped her hands out of his.  The silence in the room was ear splitting, but she did not know what to say.  Finally, he spoke.“Tashia, I am not going to keep anything from you ever again.”In her anger, she quickly found her voice.  “I didn’t know about this?!”“Yes, you did,” he explained in that cool, steady voice.  “And you reacted the same way then.  I never wanted to see that hurt on your face again.  I didn’t tell you right then, and I didn’t tonight either.  How do you tell the woman you love something like this?”She shook her head in an attempt to shake some sense into it.  “It shouldn’t matter,” she declared, more to herself than him as she straightened her posture.  “That was before you knew me...right?”Tony nodded and offered her the assurance that it was.  “But it does matter,” he contested.“I bet those other women did not care that there were others.”“Those other women were not you.  You are precious and different.  You’d never slept with anyone.  You had been saving yourself and then you got me.  You might have been really young, but I know you.  You would have waited until you got married, no matter what your age.  I don’t feel guilty because there is nothing I can do, but I do regret it.”  His pleading eyes searched hers, and Tashia had to use the entire force of her will to keep the tears from making their presence known.  “I really regret it.  If I could change everything, you would be the only one.”With the overwhelming sickness in her stomach, the sentiment did little to ease her pain.  “How many?” she asked abruptly.Tony shook his head and made the simple statement, “Déjà vu,” yet he did not answer her question.“How many?!”“Five.”“Five?!”“You think that’s a lot.”“Five.  Yes, five is a lot.  And you’re claiming you didn’t love them?”“A few were just because of weakness.  The others I thought I loved.”“The woman you almost married was one of them, wasn’t she?”  The question was rhetorical, as Tashia believed she knew the answer.  “What was her name?  What were their names?!” she shrieked as she stood to her feet.  Tashia was utterly ashamed of herself for how she was reacting, but the words and their emotion leapt from her with little restraint.“Tashia,” he said with a calmness that only served to further infuriate her, “you don’t need to know that.  I don’t think about them.”With his all too composed manner, she felt as if he was playing a game of half secrets with her and she suddenly no longer cared if he saw how visibly shaken she was.  Tashia reasoned that maybe it should not matter.  But it did.  He had not waited for her.  “Were they pretty?  Were they beautiful?” she pressed.  “I saw a picture of the woman you almost married in an album your mother had.”  Tony’s nostrils flared, and she picked up on his irritation toward his mother for allowing her to see the photo, but she was glad she had.  “She was very beautiful.  Why didn’t you stay with her?  Why did you want me?”On one afternoon the week prior, his mother had invited Tashia over for lunch.  Although the time spent together was not the most thrilling, Tashia was able to manage the level of discomfort because it was not as profound as her first visit to the home.  Well, the first visit she remembered.  She actually began enjoying herself a bit when they looked at old photos.  But then they came upon the one of Tony and that woman.  His mother raved about how she had been a model who studied engineering.  Gorgeous and brilliant.  She came from a very wealthy “heritage”.  Tashia really could not focus on anything else his mother said.“Why would you want me?” she insisted. The woman was absolutely flawless.“I wanted you because I loved you.  If it were just on a superficial level, I would have still wanted you.”  Now he had incensed her beyond measure with his vicious lie.  Tashia seethed.  She did not concern herself very much with her looks and was satisfied enough with them.  Nor was she normally one to play the comparison game.  However, this source of competition brought about something she would generally overlook because she knew she could not rank with that woman and she was just as certain that Tony realized that, too.  Tashia could not fathom why he would toy with her as he was when he had just said he would hide nothing from her.“She was a model,” he continued as she stared at him with clenched teeth, “but her beauty was one-dimensional.  Yours is much deeper.  You become more and more beautiful all the time.  With her, what you saw the first time was what you got.  Besides, with you, it wasn’t just superficial.  Your beauty comes mostly from within.  You are one of a kind, and you are the only kind I want.  Please believe me.”Tashia trembled at those words and slowly retook her seat.  “I don’t know what to believe,” she gasped out, but then quickly recovered her guard.  “If you could be married to any of them, would you think about it?”“No!  Are you crazy?”“How...how many of them are there now?”Tony was dead silent, and his stare of felt betrayal pierced her soul.  Tashia realized she had gone too far.  His jaw clenched, he gripped the table, stood abruptly, and walked toward the kitchen doorway.  He just stood there for about a minute, his hands pressed as if they were going to become permanent fixtures on the walls.  She sat, moving no muscle and holding her breath.  Tony finally and slowly turned around and sat down next to her.  He fixated his eyes on hers.  “Tashia,” he started softly, “I know you don’t remember how I am, but let me tell you this.  As soon as the incident between Valerie and me happened, I came home and told you.  I don’t keep things from you.  I haven’t told you everything since you returned because I haven’t known if it was too much to load on you right away.  Hear this, though.  I don’t keep secrets from you.  I don’t cheat on you.  I will never cheat on you.  I regret how I’ve treated you in the past and many things I did before I knew you.  There is something I don’t and will never regret, though, and that is marrying you.  You can take that to the bank.”As suddenly as her anger had come, it disappeared only to be replaced by shame.  There was nothing she could say.  She looked down at her lap, as self-reproach welled up within her for making the accusation.He breathed deeply and he began rubbing his hand softly over hers.  Tashia maintained her gaze on the hand, as she blinked away tears.  Her sorrow ran deeper than what made sense to her.  She tried to decipher the puzzle of her often irrational actions since her return to Maryland and instantly understood.  “It’s okay,” he told her.  “I know you didn’t know, but now you do.”  He suddenly stood up and pulled her up by her shoulders with him.  He placed his hands on either side of her face and looked directly in her eyes.  Ordinarily, she would have looked away, but now she felt his gaze drawing her to him.  “Tashia, do you see what’s in my eyes?”  She frowned with no clue as to what he meant.  “Really look in them.”  She did, and she almost got lost in them.  “I know you say you can’t read me, but you have always been able to see my true feelings for you when I’ve opened myself up for you to look.  Well, I’m doing that now.  What do you see?”  Nothing.  At first, but then it was as if a veil had been taken off of her eyes.  Love and tenderness were there.  They were there for her.  “I love you,” he voiced with such intensity that she felt she would have fallen had he not been holding her face firmly yet tenderly in his hands.  “Whenever you start wondering how I feel, I want you to remember what you see today.  It will not have changed.  It will get stronger, but it will never lessen.“I want you to know this because there have been many times when you really wondered how I felt for you.  Well, I’m telling you now and I want you to always know I love you, and I will never stop.”  Tashia’s face trembled in his hands, as his words seeped deep into her soul.  And she understood she had to purpose in her mind to remember all the messages that came from his mouth and from his beautiful eyes that night because she somehow knew that would get her through the most trying of times.  Before all this happened, she must have loved him very deeply indeed.They sat for the next couple of hours talking, which was something else he said he loved doing with her when he was not tired.  Even though he was getting pretty sleepy again, he told her he wanted to stay up with her.  Tashia imagined that it could have been to him as if they were dating again.  It felt to her as if they were courting for the first time.When she told him about what happened at school that day, he assured her he did not think she was losing her mind or imagining things.  Something was going on, but he just did not know how to deal with it yet.  He told her when he did, however, he would because no one would get away with putting her through this trauma.They finally went upstairs.  He went to his room.  She went to hers.  She could not help wondering if she could ever make his and hers the same again.Chapter XIITashia had wanted to rush home after work the next afternoon because she was so tired from the long day but more so because she wanted to spend time with Tony again.  She slept soundly the previous night.  His words had done much to soothe her.  Tashia had expressed to him that she had the sense that she was reacting to everything that occurred to her with no plan of action.  While Tony conceded that might have been the case, he told her that operating in a world foreign to her, in a time distant from what she had known, in a life she did not recognize, with people completely unfamiliar to her compounded by dealing with potentially dangerously powerful predators was nothing she would expect anyone else to flow into with ease.  So it made no sense that she should expect more from herself.  His analysis actually made her feel better, in spite of her realization that very night that her actions surrounding him spawned from something more.With his encouraging sentiment and his tender words, Tashia had slept with more peace than she had since her return to Maryland.  Still, she was exhausted from the week.  Despite her desire to go home, she was almost as excited about going to see Isabella.  Maybe this would be the beginning of her rediscovering herself.“So how are you feeling?” the doctor asked with a bright smile, as they sat comfortably facing each other with only a small round table between them.“I feel good,” Tashia giggled.“You seem better than good.”Tashia nodded.  “I actually feel real good.”  Tashia waited for the question, but when it did not come, she added, “You’re different.”Isabella frowned.  “How do you mean?”“I know television doesn’t typically portray things as they really are, but you’re different than I would have expected a psychologist to be just based on what I’ve seen on it.  If I’d said I felt good, a television psychologist might have repeated what I said and said, ‘Let’s explore that’.”  Now Isabella laughed a hearty laugh that only brought increased smiles to Tashia’s face.  “We would have explored it until I figured out I felt better than good and why I felt that way.”“Since you brought it up, why do you feel that way?”“I can trust Tony now,” Tashia gushed.“Well, look at that.  I got all that information out of you in a mere minute without all that probing.”  Tashia burst out laughing.  For reasons she did not know, the joke was pretty funny to her, although she supposed it to be because she was giddy as it was.  It was so easy talking to this lady, like just having a regular conversation.  “Why didn’t you trust him before?”She went more specifically into why she had so much difficulty trusting him than she had when Tony was with her on the last visit and then she told her about the previous night.  “Before, it was just that this guy from my past was breaking into the new life I had started in Indianapolis.  I didn’t know him.  I was scared of him.  If he was my husband, why couldn’t I remember him?  Surely, I’d remember him if no one else unless he had done something horrible to me that I wanted to forget.  Last night, though, it was as if I knew in my gut he was okay.  I’ve always been good at judging people, and I knew, unlike before, this judgment was based on discernment from God instead of pure fear.  I also realized that something has been happening over the last couple of weeks.”Isabella asked what that was, and Tashia explained that she was beginning to believe that he would not intentionally hurt her, yet she had been hanging on to her fear because it would protect her.“Protect you from what?”“From unintentional hurt.  I really like him, and I’m afraid that I was madly in love with him before.”  Tashia could have sensed that was how it was even if she had not read back in her journal, but reading confirmed it.  From what she saw, Tony tried to be a good husband, but he hurt her terribly, and she did not want to face that again, especially with all she was contending with in her present circumstances.  “I thought we’d both changed a lot for the better, but I didn’t know if I’d be up to such a struggle with all I’d been going through.  But then I kept thinking the Lord is the Source of my strength.  I’m married whether I remember choosing it or not.  I made a commitment to this man and to God.  I have to go through any struggle that is there.  After I surrendered to that fact last night and saw that I really did trust him, I felt kind of free, as if I was no longer in this limbo.  May I read what I’ve written in my journal?”“Sure.  Have you done this before?” Isabella joked.  “I was going to ask you to read it.”“Really?  I’ll just read a few sections.”“Actually, I don’t want you to do that much editing.  We might miss something.  How many days have you journaled consecutively?”Tashia had been writing since they last met and her last entry was the prior night right before she went to bed.  Isabella asked her to read the first and last entries.  She would photocopy each note and they could talk about anything pertinent upon their next appointment.Tashia nodded and began reading with a certain feeling of self-consciousness.  At first, she kept glancing up at Isabella because she hoped she was not boring her.  However, she saw from her facial expressions that she was listening intently.  Isabella also took notes.  When she finished, Tashia asked her what she thought.“I see several topics.  Let’s start with Tony first.  I would like you to underline his name or the pronoun for his name every time you see it on those days you just read.”“Now?”“Yes.”  She complied.  When she finished, Isabella asked her to make two columns in her notebook with Tony’s name on top.  She was to date each column.  “Now write down the emotions associated with his name on day 1 and then day 2.  Write the exact words you wrote down in your journal.”  She did.  “Please read them out loud, but before you do, I have a question.”  Tashia waited.  “Do you always make your entries letters to God?”“Yes.”“It seems you open up to Him easily.”“Yes, that’s true.  I open up to Him more easily than even to myself.  When I’m writing to Him, I don’t hold anything back.”“That’s very good.  You should find out a lot about yourself in that case.  Okay.  Please read the words from day 1.”“Uncertain, confused, scared, nervous, shaky, confused, trembling, timid, uncertain, unclear, so scared, confused.”“That’s fine.  Now day 2.”“Gushy, sophomoric, silly, scared, happy, warm, overwhelmed, so excited, confused, scared, feeling as if I’m plunging into something unknown, confused, scared, happier and more scared than I’ve been this whole time.”“Good.  You’re doing very well.  Do the same thing with your finding out about past information.”“My having difficulty finding out as well as my desire to discover the past?”“Yes.”After she finished, she could only read from day 1 because day 2 had nothing on the matter.  “In terms of my having difficulty finding out, the words I used were ‘anxious, anxious, anxious, afraid of what I’ll find, anxious’.  Regarding my desire, I said ‘desperately want to know, scared to know, want to know, heartbroken I don’t know, scared to know, scared what I don’t know will hurt me’.”“You’re doing just fine.”She repeated the same exercise for her return to school, using the first day of school only since there was no journal entry from the previous day.  She had written nothing the night before other than how she felt about Tony.  Day 1 read:  “excited, nervous, thrilled, happy, enjoying the students and staff, hope I’ll do well, want them to be proud.”“Who is ‘them’?”“My parents and Tony.”  She paused with a soft gasp, realizing she had just said, “... and Tony.”  “Wow.  I do want him to be proud of me.”“How does that make you feel?”Tashia scrunched up her face with a frown as she thought.  “Well...weird.  I only just met him a little while ago, and it is as if he is already such a huge part of my life and my thought processes.  I didn’t realize it before today, but the majority of what I’ve written in my journal has been about him.”  She shook her head, as she glanced down at the journal.  “So...what’s next?”“I want you to copy any emotions you wrote about what happened at the school yesterday.”Tashia’s entire body tensed.  Yet she took a deep breath and complied.  She had written these before she and Tony had their talk.  “Terrified, trapped, outraged, petrified, invaded, angry, mad, pitiful, helpless, helpless, helpless, helpless.  This isn’t a feeling, but I also wrote ‘I wish Tony could have helped, but I’m glad I took it for him’.”“What did you mean by that?”Tashia read and reread the words, as her brow sunk with a pronounced wrinkle.  “I have no idea.  It is totally out of context of everything.” “Hm.  You don’t remember why you wrote that.”  Tashia told her no and noticed she was writing down some more notes.  She did not mind.  Isabella had told her the first time they met she had to take notes in order to help piece things together.  “That’s no problem.  We’ll just see if anything comes of that later.”  Isabella asked her if she noticed any recurring theme with what she had expressed.Tashia most certainly did.  “I’m scared.  I’m scared about all these things, but especially Tony and being in danger.”“When you think of Tony and when you think of being in danger, is it the same type of fear?”“No,” Tashia answered with no hesitation.  “Tony is more of a fear of the unknown.  I’m afraid...”  She looked back at the notepad and slowly read down the list out loud but to herself.  “I was always afraid of not being in control.  With my mother being so sick and my having to help hold things together, I had to be in control, but I was always so afraid of messing up.  If I messed up, it could be very detrimental to my family.  At least, that’s how I felt.  My father tried to lessen the pressure on me, but there was only but so much he could do.“I’ve been noticing a weird dynamic between Tony and me.  When someone asks me something, I look to him to see if my answer will be correct.”  She shook her head.  “I said that wrong.  It’s not like I’m afraid of saying the wrong thing around him.  It is more...”  Tashia thought for a moment, as she tried to come up with an example.  The one that came to mind was when Isabella had asked her if she wanted her to offer her counsel, and her initial response was to look to Tony to see if that would be all right by him.  “It was good with me, but I wanted to make sure it was fine by him too.  Oh, I guess you probably noticed that.”  Isabella nodded and asked her why she had done that.  Tashia was uncertain and told her that was not the first time that had happened. “I’m not sure if it is because I’ve lost my memory and sense of feeling I’m doing things right.  I don’t know if I always did that with him or maybe I’m just doing it now because he seems so much older than I am.  I know he’s not, but I have to keep reminding myself our age difference is just five years instead of fourteen.  Well, not even quite that much.  It just bothers me that I do that automatically.”“Why?”“Because that means I’ve given over control to someone else in my life.  From some things he has said, I think I might have welcomed that when we got married because I had to take on so much as a kid.  But now it’s different.  I’m just not comfortable with it being that way.”  Isabella asked Tashia why that was the case, and she concluded that it was because she was a “control freak”.  Tashia knew that was not a good way to be.  She had worked on it, but she even had difficulty completely handing things over to God.  “I know that is ridiculous because He knows how to handle everything infinitely better than I do.  It seems like that is less of a problem for me than it used to be according to what Tony has said.  When he tells me how I handled our difficult years of marriage, I am amazed.  Even now, with all that is going on, I feel like I have to find all the answers and sometimes I get kind of crazy.  But overall somehow I feel more controlled by the Lord than by myself.”  She was asking Him what she should do more than she would have before.  Tashia questioned if it was possible that the things she had learned in those years she no longer recalled could have stayed with her. “I not only think it is possible but also very probable.  If you learned something to the point that it is ingrained in your very personality, it becomes automatic.”“That’s the word I was thinking of because it is like it is automatic to go to Him first.”“What about Tony?”“What do you mean?”“You say you’re scared of someone else having control in your life except maybe God.  You also say you can trust Tony now.  How can that be?  D—”“I do trust him.  Do I trust him enough to feel comfortable with my seeming to always look to him for approval?  I don’t know.”“My question is do you love him?”“What?  Love?”  Tashia shook her head vigorously and let out a little chortle.  “I can’t love him.  I only just met him a couple of weeks ago.  I don’t want to love him until I can figure out things better.”“But do you?” Isabella said softly but pointedly.Tashia was silent for some time, but the doctor sat there patiently.  Finally she asked why this was so important.“We need to deal with everything.  Obviously, he was one of the most important parts of your old life.”“So now I’m supposed to just feel things I used to all of a sudden?  I don’t want that!  Do you know all the pain I went through with him?  When I read that journal...”  Tashia’s hands suddenly began to shake.  “When I read that journal, I feel love in my heart, but I don’t want to acknowledge it.  It is as if I’m reliving the pain and the joy even though I can’t remember a thing that is in there.  But that isn’t the same as loving him.  That is loving what I’m reading in a book,” she insisted.“How about when you’re with him or when you’re not with him?”“When I’m not with him, I want to be with him.  And when I’m with him, I want to be with him longer.”  Tears suddenly flooded Tashia’s eyes and she rapidly wiped them away with the back of her hand.  “I don’t like this.  Can we stop?”“I really don’t think we should.”“I don’t want it to be this way.  I can’t believe it.”  Tashia had thought she had understood the cause for her sometimes irrational behavior around him as being her fear of being drawn to love him again.  But she now saw, even subconsciously, she had not allowed herself to admit that she was already there.  “How can I love him?  It is too soon!”  It was as if her heart recalled the feelings although her mind did not remember the man who induced them.  “When he was later than I expected last week, I was frantic for his safety.  When he took a long time waking up last night, I was really scared.  When something good or bad happens to me, I want to share it with him sort of like I used to want to with my parents but even more intensely.”  Tashia shook her head pitifully and sobbed, “I do love him, and I hate that.”Isabella smiled tenderly and offered her a tissue.  “Why do you hate that?”“Don’t you see?” Tashia asked in exasperation as she wiped her nose. “What if it’s like a lot of married couples?  I’m at a whole different level than he is.  I have all those early gushy romantic in-love feelings, but he has known me for more than nine years.  He is probably way past that.  I don’t think I have ever gotten past it, and that scares me.  It is clear from what I’ve read that he did.  It seems that all couples do, which is fine because I guess their love becomes more mature, but I seemed to have still been so excited about him.  Especially toward the end, my parents enjoyed being together, but I’ve never seen a couple where both people are like they were when they first met.”“Do you think you really were that way?”Tashia could not be certain, but she thought a lot of those feelings were still present.  She believed that she had probably restrained them as much as possible because Tony was nowhere in the territory of responsiveness that he was when they first met.  “If I’m all bubbling over inside but he’s not, I’m sure to be hurt again.”  She expressed that she was sure to be hurt regardless because that was part of love, but she did not want to have so much emotion for someone who did not feel the same for her.Isabella asked if she thought he did not love her as much as he previously had.Tashia shrugged.  “I don’t know.  Maybe he does, but maybe he doesn’t express it in ways so I can know.  I hate this!  It seems I don’t know anything about anything.  I don’t even know what is going on in my own life.  I need to know!  And as far as this love thing is concerned, it just seems things simmer down for most people but not for me.  That bothers me.”“It bothers you?”“It frightens me.  Everything frightens me.  It wasn’t just my parents.  They had their own unique set of circumstances, but other couples who had no health problems just seemed to not have the same light you think of when you hear about falling in love.”  As her sniffles decreased, Tashia reconsidered and thought that might have been a good thing, as she had heard the truest love went beyond fickle emotion.  Still, whether hers was a mature one or not, she thought she had still been falling even after all that time.  There were only two people she could think of who were like she had seemed to be, and she had never observed a purer love in any married couple.  “That’s probably because she thought he was dead for I think almost two years.  They probably still haven’t gotten over that.”When she let Isabella know that she was speaking of her aunt and uncle, she wanted to know the particulars.“Well, to make a very long story short, he was in a car she saw explode.  He survived.  I guess that’s obvious.  Anyway, he got amnesia and couldn’t remember anything from his past.”  Isabella’s eyes expanded as if she realized something.  “What is it?”“I remember this.  What happened to your uncle was in a case study in a textbook I had my students read for class.  Did this happen some time ago?”“Yes, just shortly before I was born.”“His name is Mitchell.”  She shook her head.  “No.  No.  That’s his last name.”  She laughed.  “This is amazing.”“My Uncle David’s last name is Mitchell.”“That’s right!”Tashia could not understand why what happened to her uncle would be in a case study.  “Tashia what happened to him was so unusual.  I remember thinking that theoretically it seemed almost plausible that someone could lose his memory based on his area of insult to his brain, but clinically it made no sense.  People don’t just tend to lose all recall of their past unless they suffer psychological trauma.”“Like me.”“Yes.  It is really something that both you and your uncle have had amnesia, although you’re right.  Yours is quite different.”  She was still smiling like the intellectual who had discovered thrilling new information.  “I’m sorry.  This is all just so exciting to me.”  She cleared her throat and asked Tashia to continue.With the doctor getting sidetracked, Tashia had to think for a moment about where they had been in the conversation, but when she recalled, she realized that she was still at the point of fear.  Tony said he loved her, but she claimed that the one thing she felt like she had control of in her mixed-up life was how she felt about him.  “Well, I guess that’s not true.  This is the first time I understood the reason I kept saying I was confused and scared in my journal was because I couldn’t get a grasp on how I felt.  Now that I know, it’s even worse.”“Why is it worse?”Tashia looked at Isabella incredulously but then saw that she was trying to get Tashia to self-analyze.  “I’m totally vulnerable now,” she said, defeated.  She could no longer fight this reality.  “I wish my parents were here.  I always knew they would never let me down.  My family won’t either, but I don’t live with them.  Most of them are so far away and they won’t even visit.” Aunt Kyana had explained that the four of them did not want to come up there like her protectors.  Each of her aunts and uncles wanted to see her so badly, especially after what she had gone through most recently, but it was Tony’s job to take care of her.  They had to restrain themselves from intruding.  And if Tashia was to develop confidence in him again, it was best that the two of them spent as much time alone together as possible.  Not that any of them would discourage her trust in her husband, but it was just best that they lived their life together with as few distractions as possible.  Tashia understood the sentiment.  She just did not like it.“He is the person I’ve had to count on most since I’ve been back, and I don’t know if I’m headed for disaster.”  She hugged herself tightly.  “I am so afraid that he’s going to get tired of me, I’m not mature enough to handle marriage, or all the madness that is going on with me is going to tear him away from me.”“Are you afraid he will leave you?”“I don’t think he would.  At least I don’t believe he would actually physically leave the house.  I do wonder if he would leave me emotionally.  I need all the support I can get right now, and I don’t want to deal with something like that.”Isabella asked if she would talk to him about her concerns, to which Tashia immediately responded that she could never do that.  When asked why not, she explained that it was just too humiliating.  That would absolutely mortify her.  “I told you, it makes me feel so completely vulnerable.  I couldn’t be that transparent.  I know you think I should, but...I don’t want to do the wrong thing.”Isabella asked her what that would be.  Tashia closed her eyes as she responded, “When I’m sitting here talking to you...I just have the feeling God wants me to talk to Tony, but...”  She shook her head.  “I just hope the right thing isn’t talking to him.”Isabella requested a favor of Tashia, at which point she opened her eyes and looked at her doctor attentively.  “I’d like you to take a few deep breaths.  You look like you’ve tensed up every muscle in your body.”She was right.  She had not realized it, but she certainly had.  She tensed her muscles even more as she breathed in but, as Isabella advised, let all the tension out of them as she exhaled.  She actually felt a little better.  She was really going to have to go home and pray about this.Tashia could not imagine how they could have time to go over the rest of her homework since there was only about 15 minutes left to the session, but they did.  She showed her the books she had chosen.  One was about a ten-year old girl who could not find her home and whose parents were frantically searching for her.  Another dealt with a woman who had made a terrible past for herself that she escaped by building a new life with a new husband and children.  The third was a biography of a free woman during the height of slavery, and the fourth was about a family having to deal with the effects of multiple sclerosis.  Isabella commented that they all seemed very appropriate.  Tashia was already one-third through the first book.  She also showed her the answers to the questions she had asked her family and friends.  She did not have to specifically interview them any longer, but she was encouraged to draw on as much information from them as she could get.  Isabella photocopied the journal entries, and then thankfully she announced that their session was over.Tashia left the office still quite shaken by what she had discovered about her feelings for her husband.  Isabella walked her out and reminded her she could call the office if the need arose before their next appointment.  “Oh hello.”Tashia followed her eyes.  Tony was sitting in the waiting area, and her heart skipped several beats.  “W-what are you doing here?” she asked with much hoarseness of voice.  He stood and walked toward them with a somber expression that put Tashia on edge.  “I took off from work a little early so I could meet you here.”  He cordially greeted Isabella then further explained, “After what happened to you yesterday, I didn’t want you driving home alone.”Tashia told him the obvious, that she had her car with her.  Tony smirked.  “I know, but I’ll drive behind you.  I rearranged my schedule, so I’ll be going into work earlier and leaving earlier from now on except when I can’t avoid leaving late.”Tashia’s heart raced momentarily.  “You can’t do that.”  It was not that she didn’t appreciate it.  In fact, as far as she remembered, that was one of the nicest things anyone outside of the family she had grown up with had ever offered to do for her.  “That’s real sweet of you, but I can’t ask you to do that.  You’ll have to get up earlier than you already do.”“You didn’t ask me.  I just want to do it.”  Before she could protest any further, he said, “Tashia, I am doing this.”  He directed his attention to Isabella.  “How did everything go today?”“I think we’re making nice progress.  What do you think Tashia?”“I don’t know yet.  I didn’t expect my memory to just come back after one session, but I really don’t know what to expect.  I’ve never been through this before.  How do you think I’m doing?”“I think you’re doing very well.”  She waved at the woman who had just come through the door.  “Listen, my next client is here.  I’ll see you next week, all right?”“Sure.  Thank you for everything.”“No, thank you.  Remember to call if you need anything.  You two have a good week.”They told her to do the same and then left the office in silence until they got to her car.“Tony, I can ask Sheryl if we can carpool or something, so you don’t have to go through all that trouble.”He agreed that might have to do on evenings when he had to stay in Virginia late, but he insisted that otherwise he wanted to be the one escorting her.  Tony would rather know if his wife was all right without having to rely on someone else.  “Besides, I don’t want to get Sheryl involved in this, if we can help it.”  Tashia smiled slightly in appreciation of his consideration for both her and her friend.  Seeing that she would not be able to change his mind, she just accepted the kindness.Tony unlocked and opened her door for her.  “I’m parked right over there.  I’ll be right behind you.  See you when we get home.”  He locked and shut the door and then waved to her.  She waved back at him and watched in her rear view mirror as he walked back to his car.  The tingly sensation she had since she had seen him in the office had not diminished in the least.  Right now, knowing he would be behind her, doing what he could to protect her, it was all the stronger.“Tashia, what’s wrong?”  Tashia looked up from her spot where she sat cross-legged in the middle of the bed.  Tony stood in the doorway of her room.  She asked him what he meant. “You haven’t said anything since we’ve been home.”“We’ve only been here five minutes.”“I know.  That’s an awfully long time for you,” he joked, but she could only offer a weak smile.  “Come on.  What is it?”“I just have some things on my mind.”He frowned and watched her several seconds with his concerned gaze before asking, “Is it anything you’d care to share?”“No.”  He clutched his hand to his heart, and she had to laugh a little at this display, as she would not have imagined him to be that type of jokester.  “I’m sorry.  I just have to sort some things out.”“Do they have anything to do with your appointment today?”Tashia only nodded and returned her focus to the blank white wall with hope he would not ask her anything else.  Somehow she felt compelled to answer his questions, as if she was hiding something from him if she did not.  She just did not see how she could share this with him, as she was still too overwhelmed herself.  More so, to leave herself vulnerable enough to tell him that she loved him was nothing she could do.“Now I know how you must feel when I don’t answer your questions,” Tony interrupted her thoughts.  “Will you talk to me about it later?”“Maybe.  I need to pray about it first and see how to deal with it.”  Tashia kept wishing that he would leave, but when she continued to feel his eyes on her, she finally turned her attention back to him.“Tashia, you’re really starting to worry me.  Did someone threaten you?”“It has nothing to do with anything like that.”“You know that you can and you should come to me if it has to do with your safety, don’t you?”“I know.  It’s not that.  Don’t worry.  I’ll be fine.”  He continued to frown, and those smiling eyes were not so much smiling at the moment.  “Why wouldn’t you answer questions I asked you?” she quickly changed the subject.Tony explained that the things she would ask him about were not the type he even desired to think about, so he definitely did not want to take the time to talk about them.  While talking things out seemed to make her feel better, it was frequently such a strain on him to get into a discussion.  “I think in that way women are generally a lot stronger than men.”“What do you mean?” Tashia asked with surprise, as she would not have expected a man who seemed as self-assured as he did to make such a statement.  At that moment, she realized that she had made a whole lot of assumptions about him.“It is hard to deal with emotions.  It’s draining, and the things you’d want to discuss would require me to involve my emotions if I were to really talk to you in depth about them.  The mere act of talking alone can be exhausting enough as it is, especially after a long day, a long week, or a long month.  That’s what I mean.”“I kind of get it...a little.  Well, not really at all.”He smiled at her.  “I just said all of that to say that I guess I should understand that you need some time.  Just remember that I’m here if you need me.  I don’t like anything being wrong with you, but I can give you the room to handle things.”  Tashia thanked him. “Sure...and nice getting off the subject,” he said with a knowing smile and wink.  Tashia blushed.He asked her if she was planning on staring at the wall the rest of the night or if she had other plans.  She chuckled and stood to her feet.“I think I’ll take a shower,” Tashia replied.  “Is that all right?  I’m hungry, but I want to clean up first.  If you really want to eat, there is food that I can heat up for you downstairs, but I’m not going to eat until after my shower.”He smiled tenderly at her.  “You are so sweet.  I can heat up my own food, and I’m going to wait for you anyway.  I’m not real hungry right now.”“Okay.  Well, I’ll be quick.”“You don’t have to hurry.  I’m going to the weight room anyway.  Take your time.  When you’re done, let me know.”The hot shower water with its massage mode pulsated up and down Tashia’s back, and her back was loving every minute of it.  She had entered the bathroom with a million thoughts racing through her mind, but all anxiety associated with them all but disappeared with the first heated sensation.  She closed her eyes and tilted her head while the water glided down her neck and shoulders.  She smiled, as all her tensions were released and continued with her silent, soothing prayer.A loud knock on the door suddenly sounded.  She shot her head out from the blast of current and held her breath.  As the hammering of her heart eased, she managed to ask, “Yes?”  There was mumbling on the other side of the closed door.  “I can’t hear you,” she hollered while saving her eye with a swipe from the soap heading toward it.  There was another response that she could not make out due to the noise of the fan.  However, she guessed that he asked if he could come in and hesitated before saying he could.  The shower curtain was double-layered and thick.  Still, she imagined that she could not have felt more exposed than she did with Tony being in there with her.“Your aunt is on the phone.  I wasn’t sure if you were in the shower yet or if you wanted to take the call.”“Which one?”“Olivia.”“Oh!  I do want to talk to her, but would you tell her that I’ll call her back later?  Is that okay?  I don’t want to run up your phone bill.”“Tashia, sweetheart, this is our phone bill and we have a long distance plan.”“Oh yeah,” she chuckled nervously.  “I keep forgetting.”“That’s all right.  I’ll let her know.”She listened for the door closing and then peeked her head out to make sure he was gone.  Tashia let out a lengthy breath and shook her head, as she patted her chest.  “That was something, wasn’t it Lord?”  She sighed again then barely continued praying about how she was going to handle her newfound information before another knock came.  “Yes?”  This time she did hear him ask if he could come in again.  “...Okay.”“She said she was going out, but she’d call you this weekend.”“Okay,” she repeated.“My goodness.  It’s a regular sauna in here.”  She giggled and then remembered he was in there while she was showering.  “All my sinuses are clearing.”She laughed again but this time nervously.  “I like it very hot.”“I remember.”  Now he chuckled.  “This just reminds me...”“Of what?” she asked more out of politeness than curiosity, as she stared at the curtain, unmoving and wishing for his speedy departure.“We used to have our best conversations while you were in the shower, and I was doing whatever.”  Tashia hesitated to ask, as she knew it would only prolong his stay, but now, interest peaked, she wanted to know what it was he would be doing.  “Sometimes I’d be shaving.  Sometimes I’d just hang out here with you.  We’d talk loud over the water just like we’re doing now.  To answer your question from last night, this is one of the things we liked doing most together.”  Her face flushed as she remembered his previous response to the question.  “As much as I’d avoid having long discussions with you, I enjoyed talking with you more than anyone.”Tashia smiled, as her heart rushed with warmth at the sentiment.  “Really?”“Yes, really.”  Her smile widened.  She really liked that.  “The only thing was you would rope me into doing something for you lots of times.  Here I was, minding my own business and having a conversation with my wife.  There you were, plotting for a favor.”  Of course, she had to know what that was.  “You’d want me to wash your back.  I could hardly ever escape before you asked me to do that.  I didn’t mind though.”Tashia thought to herself that seemed so personal, but then she remembered she was his wife.  She just had not become accustomed to that fact yet.  He was the one she came home to everyday, so, in some ways, he did seem like family.  He was the one she wanted to confide in about everything at the same time that she feared doing so.  But he was still so much of a stranger.  She thought about what she and Isabella had spoken of that afternoon and wondered how she could love a stranger.  Yet love him, she did.  “I’m sorry I asked you to wash my back.  I hope it was never when you were already ready for work.”“It was usually when I was dressed for work, but you don’t have to apologize.  I really liked doing it.”  Tashia frowned, as she could not understand how that could be the case.  “It was nice that I could do something for you.  Even when things were going very badly, I always knew I could do that and you would give me a big smile.  It wasn’t much to me, but it was a lot to you.”Tashia nodded as she stepped back into the shower water and began scrubbing her arms vigorously to ward off the subtle chill.  She knew she would be extremely appreciative of him taking the time to do something so seemingly frivolous, especially when he was already prepared to go to work, simply to show his love for her.  “I hope you didn’t get all wet,” she said with continued tone of apology.“I usually took off my shirt, and I had a way of keeping the floor pretty dry because you would not have liked if I’d soaked it.”  She covered her face with both hands at the thought of him removing his shirt.  “I’ve embarrassed you, haven’t I?” he asked with a chuckle in his voice that could not go unmissed.  Tashia’s head shot out from behind her hands, as her eyes darted toward the curtain.  It was not drawn at all, yet that eerie sensation of him being able to discern what she was feeling returned with rocket speed with the discomfort of the present situation.  She mumbled a response that he had which he remarkably heard, and he told her that was not his intention.  It was just difficult for him to remember that he could not speak to her as he had before she lost her memory.  She apologized.“Would you please stop saying you’re sorry?  It’s not that big of a deal.  Besides, lots of things haven’t changed that much at all.  You’re just as sweet and innocent as you were before.”  She wondered if that could be true.  “Well,” he said after a few more very uncomfortable seconds for her, “I guess I should be going.  I’ll talk to you later.”“Okay.  It was nice talking to you.”  Tashia covered her face in her hand and shook her head.  ‘Why did you say that, Tashia?’  While it had been nice yet awkward talking to him, she was very pleased he had made his exit.  Tashia took another deep breath and continued with her shower.  Somehow, the water no longer brought her the relief that it had earlier.When Tashia finished her lengthy shower, she went upstairs to the weight room.  Tony was not there.  Nor was he in the pool area.  She backtracked past the sauna and went to the bottom level where she found him in his playroom.  Tony usually kept it closed, but this time the door was open.  She started to walk by because she did not want to take the chance that she might disturb him in his place of relaxation, but he called for her.  As she walked through the entrance, she smiled.  “Hey, Tony, this is John Coltrane.  I love him.”“I know.”He gestured and she sunk down next to him on the fluffy sofa.  Tony apparently had showered too.  He smelled so, so, so, so good.  And she had to resist sitting closer to him.  They just listened silently for a while.  In complete contrast to their earlier encounter, Tashia felt right at home.  She tried to remember when she started liking jazz.  After searching her brain for a few minutes, she realized she had never liked jazz.  She did not know the first thing about it or about Coltrane.  “Tony, do I like jazz?”“Of course you do.  I’m the one...”  His eyes widened with realization.  “Tashia, I’m the one who turned you onto it.  You didn’t know anything about it until probably a few months after we met.”“Tony, what are you saying?” she asked as she stared at him with eyes just as wide.He swallowed hard.  “You know what I’m saying.  The same thing you’re thinking.”He was smiling at her expectantly, but Tashia could not believe it.  She remembered the music, but she did not recall any of the events surrounding her becoming familiar with it.  When she told him this, his face dropped.  After a few moments, however, he seemed to force a smile and said, “That’s all right.  You do remember something.  That’s really great.”Tashia’s disappointment sunk in hard, perhaps even more for him than for herself.  “But you were hoping I remembered you.” Isabella had said that oftentimes people who had the type of amnesia Tashia had recalled everything all at once.“One step at a time,” he assured.  “This is more than what we had before.  You know something else?” he asked, as he clicked off the CD player with the remote.  “You are starting to get to know me.”  Tashia was about to ask him how he knew that but then realized with her own sense of gladness that she had so easily discerned what he was feeling underneath that handsome, guarded exterior.  He suggested that they eat and looked at her admiringly as they walked to the kitchen.  “I’m really starting to like this robe.”She glanced over at him, sure he had lost his mind.  “Tony, this thing is flannel.”“I know.  You look good in flannel.”  Tashia smirked indecisively, as she could not tell if he was joking but had a feeling he was not.Once they reached the kitchen, Tashia stopped in her tracks.  There was a light coming from the deck.  “There’s nothing to be scared of sweetie.  Come on.”  He took her by the hand, which immediately began to sweat in the caress of his strong yet gentle hold.  He led her through the kitchen down the two steps and across the family room then onto the adjoining deck.  Tashia gasped and covered her mouth with her free hand.  She looked up at him in disbelief.  The light was coming from a long black candle.  A silver tablecloth was draped over the small table with a bottle of sparkling grape juice chilling in an ice bucket in its center.  Tony pulled out a chair for her, and she sat down in front of a covered entrée.  It had the same covering they used for... “Chinese food!  My favorite!” she shouted with glee.  He smiled knowingly.  “Did you hock these covers from a Chinese restaurant?”He looked at her seriously.  “How did you know?”“This is so...”  She just looked around at everything.  “I don’t know what to say.”“You don’t have to say anything.”  He took both of her hands in his, closed his eyes, and thanked God for the food and for her.  She swallowed hard several times, unsure of what to make of his prayer, as she had not even observed him make a silent one before and was altogether overwhelmed by his surprise for her.When he completed his prayer, she asked him with hoarseness to her voice, “Why did you do this?”“You have been such a wonderful wife to me, much more than I deserve.  You’ve been through so much.  Even if you hadn’t, I wanted to do something nice for you.  I mess up a lot, but I’m trying to be more of the husband you need me to be.”“You keep saying you mess up, but you seem like you’re doing a real good job.”After he finished a bite of his General Tso’s chicken meal filled with more of an assortment of vegetables than she had ever seen, he told her that was for now.  He was really trying and hoped he could continue.Although their conversation was serious, she could not help but giggle. The chicken, broccoli, carrots, everything was delicious, but she had to ask if he had gotten the food from a specialty restaurant.  With as much time as Tashia spent in the kitchen, she could not fail to note his obsession with health.  Besides, everything she cooked for him was from someone’s garden or an organic co-op.  He didn’t even frequent the large natural food supermarkets because he saw them as “sell-outs to the real movement”.Their home actually reminded Tashia of a natural food store.  She was not sure if she had ever seen so many vitamins, mineral supplements, and products of substances she had never heard of in one place.  Not to mention the special type of water from drinking to bathing to pool in addition to the foods that all seemed to come from the co-op.  Plus their trips the first week to the restaurant with only fresh, organic cuisine.  Tashia was amazed the two of them ever wound up together.  She was certainly no junk food junkie, but the information this man knew about health maintenance that he would effortlessly expound upon if given the chance simply made her head spin.  Nonetheless, she had to admit that the food he requested her to purchase and this meal in particular were better than any she had ever had.  Tashia was not certain if she was hungrier than she had thought, but she ate heartily without a word.Tony, however, did have a comment.  “You know, you’re birthday is coming up in a couple of weeks.”Tashia giggled again.  “My memory is not that dull.”He smiled that soft subdued smile at her.  “I want to take you away someplace.” Tashia bit her bottom lip.  “What’s the matter?”“It just seems a lot...  I don’t know.  I just have never been away with a man before.”“Yes, you have.  You’ve been away with me.”“You know what I mean.”“You come here every night.  It will be no different.  I’m not expecting anything.  We have off because it’s Columbus Day weekend.  I just want to spend some time away with you.  If you really don’t want to, we can do something else but I don’t want fear to keep you home.”Well, it did sound real nice.  “I wouldn’t have thought of you as the type to make a big deal out of birthdays.  I don’t know why.  I just wouldn’t have.”“I really don’t, but you do.  I figure, since it means so much to you, I need to stop fighting it and let you enjoy your own birthday.  I also want to get away with you.  I’m much more relaxed when we’re on vacation, and maybe we’d get to know each other better.”“Well...okay.  I think that would be all right.  Where are we going?”“Do you really want me to tell you?”  Tashia frowned.  She would have thought he would have known her well enough to know she most certainly did.  “I know you don’t like surprises, but I’m not sure where yet.  I’m still working on it.”Well, he did not have much time but she would not worry about it.  “When you find out, let me know.”  He said he would.  They made plans to get wherever their destination might be no later than late Friday afternoon of that weekend, and Tashia would see what type of work arrangements she could make if necessary.Tashia blushed under Tony’s constant, placid gaze.  “Tony, why do you keep looking at me?”“I like how the candlelight dances in your sweet violet eyes.  Even if it didn’t, I couldn’t help staring at you.  You’re beautiful.”  Tashia bit her bottom lip again and looked around anxiously until her eyes with met with the crescent moon.  “I don’t mean to keep embarrassing you.  I just don’t know how else to answer your questions except honestly.”Still looking off into the distance, she whispered, “That’s okay.” In spite of her unique albinistic eye color, Tashia knew she was not beautiful and did not mind in the least.  This was the second time he had said that she was and she just did not understand why he would.Tony chuckled and suggested that they change the subject, bringing a relieved smile to her face and a return of eye contact.  “Are you ready to talk about what was on your mind this afternoon yet?”“No,” she answered decisively with accompanying serious expression.“Well, all right.  That certainly clears that up.  I guess we’ll talk about something else.”And they did.  They talked well into the night about one thing after another.  Tashia was convinced in her heart and her mind.  Despite all her initial apprehension and despite all her initial suspicion, she wanted to be with this man forever.Chapter XIIIThe next couple of weeks went relatively smoothly for her overall, although Tashia had this underlying tension because she found herself unable to tell Tony how she felt about him.  He seemed to sense that something was wrong, but he had stopped pressing her.  Stephanie encouraged her to tell him.  As a result of prayer and counseling, she knew she needed to share the truth with him.  The words just kept getting stuck in her throat.It became decidedly obvious to Tashia that Tony, on the other hand, was making a very concerted effort to be expressive toward her.  Sometimes awkwardly, he would compliment her.  It seemed strange to her that doing this seemed to come so naturally for him in the first couple weeks of their being reunited, but now it seemed so difficult.  She came to realize, however, that she had just been reaping the rewards of him having missed her and having been in such agonizing distress when she was missing.  Now there were other factors.  When things such as fatigue or not exactly feeling the emotion to give the compliment came about, it became a struggle for him.  As difficult as it was, she chose to believe him when he claimed that he was sincere in his compliments, although his dry tone reeked of the rejection that caused her heart to rock with pain.  What she could not ignore was the obvious fact that his heart simply was not in it at times.  Yet she again chose to appreciate that he expressed the mere thought if nothing else since she understood he was sacrificing for her because he knew she so needed this from him.  Despite the pang of rejection, his continual self-denial left her with guilt, as she had not done the same for him.  She could not produce the words she somehow knew in her gut he needed to hear even if he never let on that he did.Other than the home front, Tashia was beginning to become accustomed to life in general.  By still pretty early in October, she had become very comfortable in her job.  She could not have asked for anyone better with whom to work than Sheryl.  She, Stephanie, and Tashia went out a few times with their children.  Tashia was absolutely falling in love with all of them.  That was why Sheryl’s call to her was welcome, although she did wonder what Tony would say.“I know this is such bad timing with it being around your birthday and everything.”  Tashia glanced up at the flowery calendar situated on the bookcase in the library as she lay on her side on the plush silver carpet with her elbow propped and her head resting in her hand.  Tashia’s birthday was in two days, October 10.  “I didn’t know if you and Tony were doing something or not.”  Sheryl paused but then asked, “Do you have any plans?”  Tashia said that they did.  “On Thursday?”“Sheryl,” she said softly, “just ask me what you want to ask.”“Steve has asked me to go away with him for the weekend to try to sort some things out.”“That’s great!”“I know.  I know!”  Tashia could hear the laughter in her friend’s voice.  “I’m so excited, but I haven’t been able to find anyone to watch Ashley who I trust.  I don’t want her with his parents.  I’ve told you about them.”“Yes, you have.”“They’re nuts!  I still can’t forgive myself for leaving her with them...  Well, you know the story.”  Ashley was only two at the time.  Sheryl’s younger brother had gotten into a bad accident, and she had to rush to the hospital.  She was visiting her in-laws when she got the news, and they said they would watch “the baby”.  On her way back that night to pick her up, she saw a little person walking in the street.  It was Ashley!  She had made her way out of their house without them knowing.  As Sheryl recounted the story, Tashia smiled at the image of the stone cold drunk grandfather asleep on the couch and the grandmother playing poker with her girlfriends.  Perhaps because everything turned out all right but for a reason she did not really know, something in her mind’s picture came across rather comical to Tashia.  “They’re unbelievable,” Sheryl concluded.“Anyway, it’s my parents’ anniversary, and they’re out of town for the first time in years.  Would you be able to watch Ashley this weekend?  I’m really sorry for giving you such short notice, and I’m really sorry this is around the time of your birthday.  I just didn’t want to delay this.”Tashia’s heart warmed with the honor of being asked to watch Ashley, as she knew she was her mother’s precious gem.  “Oh no.  I understand.  We were actually planning to go away this weekend, but maybe we could change our plans.”“No!  You can’t do that.  Steve and I will figure something out.”  Sheryl did not sound at all convinced.Tashia heard the key in the door and asked Sheryl to hold on a minute.  She rushed out to the foyer and she and Tony had a brief discussion.  After about 30 seconds, she returned to the phone.  “Sheryl, guess what,” she said with a chuckle.  “Tony said she could come with us.”“No.  I couldn’t do that to you.  You all are trying to get to know each other again.  It’s your birthday.  I just can’t do that.”“I know you mean that, but it really is not a problem.  We are getting to know each other again, but we have an opportunity every day.  We’re in the same house.  You and Steve are not.”She kept insisting she would not ask that of them until Tashia eventually had to get Tony on the phone.  After some time, he finally convinced her, and she thanked them both profusely...for the next few days.  She even baked Tashia a birthday cake and arranged a small celebration for her at school.  Tashia told her it was greatly appreciated but wholly unnecessary.  “I just wish I could repay you with a lot more than this.”  Tashia saw that her friend just did not get it.  They did not mind, and she and Steve working on their marriage was an answer to her prayers.Sheryl dropped off Ashley at 8:00 Friday morning.  She hugged her daughter, said good-bye to Tony, and walked out to her Ford Explorer with Tashia.  When they got to her truck, she looked longingly at the house.  “I’m going to miss her.”“I know.  She’s going to miss you too.”“I am so glad she is going to be with you.  That makes me not worry at all.”  That faith made Tashia feel really good, and she told her so.  “You taking care of her is just like me taking care of her.”  Those words brought upon Tashia a sudden but brief disconcerting feeling.  She realized that she had been picturing a nice time of babysitting, but her position instantly transformed as she saw the seriousness of her responsibility, that of acting as if she was Ashley’s mother by proxy for the weekend.  “Listen, Tashia,” Sheryl continued, “you know I think Tony is great.  I hope you don’t take any offense to this because that’s not how I mean it.  I just would like if you looked after her the most.  I know he wouldn’t hurt her.  I just think you’re very protective of her, and that’s what makes me feel comfortable.  I’m probably overprotective, but I can’t help it.  She’s my baby.”“I understand.  I’m not offended at all.  I think I’d just naturally take the primary responsibility anyway.”Sheryl breathed a sigh of relief.  “All right.  Good.  Thanks.  Oh!  Guess what!”  Her green eyes sparkled.“What?”“Steve said he’s been thinking about going to see Pastor Eliot with me.  We’re probably going to set up an appointment after we get back.  I didn’t even bring it up.  He said it out of the blue!”“That’s wonderful!  Oh, Sheryl, you don’t know how much I have been praying for this.”She smiled brightly and told her that did not surprise her in the least.  “I’ve got a secret.”  She leaned in close and whispered, “I’ve been doing a lot of praying myself.”  Tashia giggled.  She found Sheryl to be so incredibly sweet, and she hoped things would work out for them.  “Well, I’d better get going.  You have all the information.”“Yes, Mommy.  We won’t forget to bring it.”“All right.  All right.  Thanks Tashia.  I’ll see you Monday evening.”  They gave each other a big hug, and then she left.Ashley talked almost the entire three-hour ride to Shenandoah Valley, but they did not mind.  They had been concerned that she might feel uncomfortable with them.  Tony was very good at answering her questions and responding to what she was saying with interest.  What she had to say actually was very interesting.  And she was very funny without even trying to be.  She finally piped down when they were about 30 minutes from Big Meadows, the lodge in which they were going to stay.  Tashia turned around and saw her sleeping peacefully in the back seat.  She was such a sweet, beautiful girl.  Tony was so good with her.“Do we want to have kids?” Tashia asked, interrupting the still silence as they climbed further up into the mountains.Tony chuckled.  “I know you don’t remember, but it just sounds funny you asking if we do.”  Tashia wrinkled her brow in confusion.  “It’s sort of like if I asked you, ‘Do I like chicken’.  It just seems like I’d know.”“I get it.”  She thought for a moment.  “Well, I guess I really don’t.”“It seems like you’d know if you wanted kids or not.”“I don’t remember.”Tony smiled at her and then returned his attention to the road.  “You did for the last couple of years especially, but I figured we could wait with you being so young and all.  It’s a lot of responsibility, and I didn’t want any more than I thought I could handle.”“Was that a problem for us?”Tony said that it really was not.  However, while they did talk about having children from time to time, Tashia began speaking seriously about having them about a year and a half or so prior.  He surmised that she could have had a great desire to enlarge their family before then, but he might not have been paying as much attention as he should have been.“What did we decide?  Were we going to keep waiting?”He shook his head.  “We finally decided to start trying right before you disappeared.  I was actually starting to get excited about the idea, although it was scary to me too.”  Tony glanced at her out of the corner of his eye.  “What’s wrong?  Why do you look so sad?”Tashia shook her head slowly.  “It’s just that I feel so out of touch with my life.  I was going to go back to school.  We were going to have children.  We had plans that I don’t even remember making with you.  It’s not like I can just pick up where we left off.  I’m sorry.  I know that’s unfair to you.”“It’s not your fault.  I told you, we’ll just make the best of this right now.”  He gave her hand a quick squeeze, but the warming effect of the sensation remained with her.  “I’m just glad you’re back.  That is absolutely what is most important.  Everything else will follow, but it just might take some time.”“I know,” Tashia said with a weak smile.  “Thank you.  That makes me feel a little better.  I... ”“What?”“Wow!”  Tony laughed louder and with more surprise than usual.  Tashia knew she sounded like a little kid, but she could not help it.  “Just look at this view!  I can’t believe it.  It’s better than any of the pictures I’ve seen.”“Yes.  It’s real beautiful during this time of year.”  He cleared his throat.  “But, uh, it can’t compare to you.”  Tashia felt no embarrassment as she smiled broadly and thanked him softly.  She drunk in the words of the compliment and just chose to accept them as sincere as they continued to ring in her ears.  This was going to be a good weekend.It was a wonderful weekend.  They arrived around 11:30 Friday morning, but they were able to check in immediately.  Their cabin had no television or phone.  It was quaint and fairly modern.  They went hiking and horseback riding Friday afternoon to evening.  They ate further down the road from their lodge at Skyland, another lodge where the view from the dining room was spectacular.  So was the food.  Tashia shook her head to herself when she understood that Tony had arranged for a special healthful diet for them, but then she was grateful, as the cuisine was incredible.  The only one who could finish the heaping meal of steamed broccoli, baked potatoes, and broiled Alaskan salmon in addition to an appetizer of hush puppies, a full green salad garnished with black olives, tiny cobs of corn, and sun ripened tomatoes, and fresh baked bread was Tony.  Tashia was barely able to squeeze in a bite of German chocolate cake, her favorite, and she only allowed Ashley a bite of hers, as she did not want to chance an upset stomach.  The cake was specially prepared for her birthday and the chef wrapped the rest in a bakery box for their later delight.By the time they got back to the room, it was 8 p.m., and they had had a full day.  They figured Ashley would be tired, but she was just getting started.  They played checkers at the small card table until 10:00.  She won a couple of games, and Tony and Tashia were in stitches at the silly little victory dance she did each time that happened.  Tony was worse than she was.“All right you just got lucky because I’m tired.  I’m going to tear you up tomorrow.”“Yeah, right.  I could whip you with my eyes closed,” Ashley challenged.  “I could whip you in my sleep!”“Oh, you think so.  We’ll see who’s the real champion.  One more game!”“Tony, no more games,” Tashia said, as she stretched and let out a long yawn.  “She needs to go to bed if we’re going to get up early tomorrow.”“She’s right, but don’t worry little missy.  We’re going to finish this.”“You bet we will.”  Tony smiled at her with an obvious sense of being impressed at such a dainty little thing meaning war when it came to games.Once Ashley was all ready for bed, Tashia knelt with her on the side of her bed and Tony sat on theirs.  He looked as if he was deep in thought.  After Tashia prayed, Ashley followed, and she asked God to reconcile her parents.  When she finished, she looked up at Tony with those big blue eyes and asked him, “Mr. Tony, do you think my mommy and daddy are going to get back together this weekend?”He glanced at Tashia and swallowed before answering, “I hope so, sweetheart.”“I know they’re going to get back together.  I just hope it’s soon.”“How do you know they will?” he asked.She stated simply, “Because I asked God.  He wants them together, so He’s going to fix it.”  With that, she crawled into bed, and he tucked her in with another impressed smile on his lips.  The simplicity and wisdom of a child.  Tashia was impressed as well.  God did want her parents back together.  He was able and more than willing to fix their marriage.  Hopefully, they would not fight Him in this.  They each gave her a kiss on the forehead and told her good night.  “Good night,” she said, as she snuggled into her pillow.  After a few moments, she called to Tashia, who came right back over to her.  She whispered, “I love you Miss Tashia, and, I’m kinda shy to say it, but you can tell Mr. Tony I love him too.”  She turned over, and Tashia’s heart just about melted.  She looked at Tony, who had apparently heard because he was smiling.  They turned off most of the other lights in the room, and Tashia crawled into bed with Ashley while Tony went to take a shower.  Tashia had already showered while she was taking a hiatus from checkers.  When he came back into the room, he got in the other bed and turned off the lights.  “Good night, Tashia.”“Good night.”  Tashia’s smile remained on her face until she finally fell into a peaceful slumber.Saturday was just as wonderful.  They got a message from the front desk that Ashley’s mom had called...again.  In fact, she called several times during the weekend, particularly all of Friday and the first half of Saturday.  By late Saturday afternoon, she had calmed down.  They let her daughter call back on their cell phone as many times as she wanted, and her eyes just lit up each time she spoke to her parents.  Tony, of course, did not think the cell was the greatest option, but he let it go so Ashley could be in communication with her parents.  If he were not so intriguing, Tashia thought the guy could really start to irritate her.  But she was having too good of a time to be bothered about anything.They had breakfast at Skyland, and it was even better than the dinner they had the previous night.  Their meal consisted of omelets, French toast, maple syrup that seemed to have been just tapped from the tree that very morning, fresh-squeezed orange juice, and choices of fruit of all variety ...and which Tony naturally had arranged to have specially prepared in line with his dietary habits.  Tashia teased him relentlessly about this for some time, but finally grew tired, as Tony’s only concern seemed to be devouring his meal.  It was like their own private little party with no one else sharing that section of the dining room, and the food was out of this world.  Ashley kept saying, “This is the best food I’ve ever tasted!”They went out of Shenandoah National Park into town and took the Luray Caverns tour.  Ashley loved it, and they loved watching her.  They took her next door to a mammoth maze.  She kept giggling every time they thought they were about to make it out but found they were stuck.  Tony said Ashley was teaching him something because he saw it as something to conquer and was getting very frustrated at being trapped.  They finally did make it out and had a much needed lunch downtown.  They went back to Shenandoah Park, got some snacks from a convenience store, none of which Tony would partake in of course, and crashed for a couple of hours.  Later on, they took their snacks with them on another hike, which was even more challenging and beautiful than the first.  There were no checkers that evening because after dinner their little guest became absorbed in a video she started watching in the common room while the two adults read.  Ashley eventually fell asleep, and Tony carried her to the room.They planned on checking out by 11 on Sunday after breakfast then doing a canoe ride before going back to Maryland.  Sunday morning, however, Tashia woke up with a sore throat.  Tony told her she should sleep in while he and Ashley went to breakfast.  They would bring something to eat back for her.“That was really good Mr. Tony,” Ashley commented after eating one last strawberry.  “Thank you.”  She reached in her bowl.  Well, maybe she’d have just one more.“You’re welcome Ashley.”“Why are you smiling at me?”“I’ve lived here a while, but it still sounds funny to me when someone calls me Mr. Tony.”She looked perplexed.  “Why?”“We didn’t say things like Mr. Tony, Miss Tashia, or Miss Ashley where I grew up.”She laughed.  “No one would call me Miss Ashley.  I’m a little girl.  Where did you grow up?”“New York and New Jersey.”Her eyes expanded.  “Two places?  Wow.  What did you call grown-ups?”“We called them mister or miss, but we used their last names.”  She asked what his last name was.  “Gerard.”“Oh, so like Mr. Gerard.”“Yes.  You’re very smart.”“Thank you.  Do you want me to call you Mr. Gerard?”“You can call me whatever you want.”“Then I’ll keep calling you Mr. Tony.  Mr. Gerard sounds so old, and you’re not old at all.”Tony grinned and nodded.  “Call me Mr. Tony.”They asked the waitress to wrap up some food which they were going to take back to the room for Tashia.  Before they left, they went downstairs to the bathrooms.  “Ashley, I’ll be right out.  If you get out before I do, just wait right here.”  She said she would.He doubted she would be done before he was, and he was right.  Still, after a few minutes, he started getting concerned.  A lady came down the stairs and approached the bathroom.  “Excuse me.  Would you please see if a little girl named Ashley is okay in there?”She eyed him suspiciously out of the corner of her eye but said she would.  In a few moments, she was back.  “There is no one in there.”“What do you mean?  Did you call out to her?”“Yes.”“Maybe she was afraid to answer because you’re a stranger.  Did you check the stalls?”  She looked horrified at the prospect and did not answer.  He went in despite her calling out to him that he could not do that.  She was right.  There was absolutely no one in the bathroom.  He ran back into the men’s room, although he was pretty sure she would not go in there.  But maybe she would if she were trying to find him.  No one.Tony charged up the stairs and asked their waitress if she had seen her, which she had not.  She went with him to every employee she could find, who all gave him strange looks when he described her, but no one had spotted her.  He had no time to explain why he was looking for a blue-eyed black haired little girl.  The woman at the front desk was very sympathetic.  She told him she would have her husband, who was in the back, contact the park ranger.  Within less than a minute, he did.  Her husband told Tony that the ranger was going to get in touch with the local police as well, and they would search for her.  “In the meantime, you should go back to your room.  She’s probably there.”“I don’t see how she would have gotten there.”  Big Meadows Lodge was a nice little drive from Skyland.  While waiting for her husband to return from talking to the ranger, he had quickly explained to the lady how he and his wife had come to have Ashley along on this trip, and she told her husband.  “I know it’s easy for me to say, especially when you’re the one taking care of someone else’s child, but please try not to worry Mr. Gerard.  We will do everything we can to find Ashley.  Where are you at Big Meadows?”  He gave him the information.  “We’ll get someone up there to talk to you and your wife right away.”“Tashia is going to lose it.”“Okay.  We’ll give you enough time to get back there before anyone comes knocking on your door.”“I appreciate that.”“My wife and I will ask everyone who comes through here, too.”  He thanked them.  “You’d better get going.”He did but not before asking everyone in the dining room, gift shop, and lobby if they had seen her.  He went back down to the bathrooms to check one more time.  Ashley was nowhere to be found.  Tony began to sweat in his absolute frantic state.  He could not imagine how he could have lost her or what Tashia was going to say.  As he raced through the parking lot to his Jaguar and made his way back to their lodge, his constant prayer was that they found Ashley before they had to tell her parents what had happened.  “Please God, if you’re there, bring her back.  Please let her be okay.  Please God!  Please!”When he got back to the room, Tashia was in the bathroom with the door open.  She had already packed most of their things.  He walked toward the door, dreading seeing her face when he told her.  She had heard him come in and called to him.  “Tony?”“Yes,” he said solemnly, as he stood at the bathroom door.“What’s wrong?”  He had seen a smile, but it instantly disappeared when she saw him.  Her eyes were fixed on him in panic.  “Where’s Ashley?”  She pushed past him out of the bathroom but then turned back around in the middle of the room to face him.  He remained near the bathroom.  “Where is she?”“I don’t know.”“What?!  What do you mean you don’t know?”“We ate breakfast, we went down to the bathrooms, and then she disappeared.”“What are you talking about?!”  She was screaming now.“I told her to wait for me right outside the bathroom if she finished first.  I was only gone for not even a minute.  When I got out, I thought she was still inside.  I waited, but she didn’t come out.”  Tashia’s frantic stare was drilling a hole into his heart.  “I asked this lady to see if she was all right, but she said no one was in there.  I checked.  She was right.”“Did you check upstairs?”“I checked everywhere.  No one had seen her.  The park ranger and the local police should be looking for her now.  Someone should be here soon.  I’m so sorry, Tashia.”“Where is she, Tony?” “I don’t know.”“We have got to find her.”“I don’t know what to do.  I want to start searching the park myself, but I think maybe we should wait until they get here.”“By that time it could be too late!”  She started trembling violently and hugged herself.  “Someone has taken her.”He went over to hug her, but she kept trying to avoid his embrace.  Finally, she punched his arm.  “How could you have lost her?  How, Tony?”  She practically fell into him, and he held her tightly.“I don’t know.  I don’t know.  I’m so sorry.”  They both stood in the middle of the room holding each other, her crying and him with his heart crumbling.They were unable to stay in that room.  There were no rooms available, but the lodge personnel assured them they would let them know if anything opened.  There was something at one of the other lodges, but they were afraid to travel that far with Ashley missing. Tashia sat in the lobby for hours praying to herself desperately while Tony combed the area looking for her.  He came back empty handed just as everyone else had.  It was starting to get dark, and they had heard nothing.Although she in no way wanted to, she called Ashley’s parents, but they had checked out.  They were not supposed to leave until the next afternoon.  She had been in the bathroom when a message came in from Sheryl.  She glanced at Tony, who was speaking to the ranger and the front desk staff, then sunk onto the couch as she retrieved the message.  Sheryl and Steven were going to spend the last night at a place in Vermont where they had spent their honeymoon.  They had been in Vermont all weekend, but they were apparently making a change of location.  She left the number, but she said not to expect them there until around 8:00 that night.The ranger walked over with Tony and began asking them some more questions.  They gave him all the answers they had.  He said they would continue looking.  She was afraid they were going to use the impending darkness as an excuse to stop until morning, but they did not.  Still, from what he said, not too many areas remained which they had left untouched.  She did not buy that.  The park was beyond enormous.At 8:00, Tashia was sitting on the couch in the lobby clutching onto Tony.  He had told her he would make the call for her, but she knew she should be the one to do it.  She had apologized to him repeatedly for faulting him for losing Ashley.  She realized the same thing could have happened to her except she would have been able to be in the bathroom with her.  Sheryl had given her the responsibility of keeping her eye on her.  She had blown it.  He told her she was wrong, but she did not agree.He gave her the phone.  If only the battery were dead.  Tony read off the numbers, and she dialed.  He put his hand on her shoulder, and she grasped it.  Finally, someone picked up.“Hello!”  Their eyes darted toward the door, and Tashia’s heart surged.  It was Ashley!  “Hi!  I’m back!”  Tashia dropped the phone and ran to her.  Tony picked it up and told the person on the other end he was looking for Steven and Sheryl Alison, but he would call back later.  She said they had not checked in yet anyway.  He hung up and joined in embracing their little lost friend.Tashia held her at arm’s length, and they both asked her where she had been.  No one was with her.  She told them a lady in the bathroom with a bunch of kids told her Tony and Tashia had to go someplace quick because of an emergency.  He had asked her to watch over Ashley until he got back that night.  They expressed their disbelief that she had gone with her.“But she knew your name.  Her husband said he came out of the bathroom I said you were in Mr. Tony, but he told me you had never gone in there.”  Tony shook his head and told her there had been no one in the bathroom with him.  “I asked him to check again.  He got out of the van and went back inside, but he didn’t see you.  Miss Kathy told him what you said to her.  He looked kinda worried, but he said I could go with them.  They were going on a trip today, and they would be back tonight.  I asked if I could call my mom, and they said yes.”“Your mom knew about this?”“No, Mr. Tony.  I had to leave a message on the phone at home.  I just wanted her to know where I was just in case because she checks the messages a lot.  I didn’t know if you would be able to come back for me.  You said we had to leave this morning.”“Oh honey,” Tashia grabbed her to her, “we would never leave you.”  She looked at her again.  “Are you okay?  Did they hurt you?”“Oh no.  They were very nice even though they were rushing at first.  They had a baby, a little girl who’s three, and a little boy my age.”“Why did you go with them?” Tashia asked.  “They were strangers.”“I didn’t know what else to do.  You were gone.  Besides, they looked so nice.  We had so much fun!  They just dropped me off, but I hope I get to see them again.  They said they live far, so they don’t know if we will.”“Did you tell them where you live?”“No.  My mommy and daddy always told me to never give out my address except to the police if I’m lost.  I just said I lived in Maryland, but they live farther.  They live in South Carolina.  I like how they talked.”Tashia’s mind and heart shook at what could have happened to her.  “Ashley, they lied to you,” she stressed as her face began to tremble.  “Tony never told them we had an emergency.  We would have never left you even if we did.  We would have taken you with us.”Ashley’s eyes widened with fear as Tashia talked but she seemed more shaken by Tashia than them. “But they're my friends. ” Tashia sighed and attempted to calm her voice.  “No, they are not honey.  I don’t know why they took you, but... ” Tashia had been trying to hold back the tears but now they burst forth uncontrollably.  She could not speak.  She turned around, but Ashley kept asking her why she was crying.  Tony answered for her.“We were scared to death that something bad happened to you.  Please never ever go with someone you don’t know again.  Don’t go with anyone you know either unless your mommy or daddy said that person was going to pick you up.  Do you understand?”  Tony’s voice was tinged with agitation.“Yes,” she responded quietly.  “I’m sorry.  I could have gotten hurt real bad, huh?”“Yes, you could have.  You are a very lucky little girl.”  Tashia wiped her eyes and turned back.  Ashley looked so worried.  Tony sighed.  “Ashley, I’m not mad at you.  I’m just glad you’re okay.  Tashia, are you all right?”She had regained her composure.  “Yes.  We have to let the ranger and everyone know.”  She went to the desk, and the young girl contacted him.  She could hear him on the other end of the radio, and he sounded thoroughly relieved.  He said he would take care of informing everyone else.When she returned to them, Tony’s face was taut and Tashia instantly noticed his shaken countenance.  “What is it?”“Ashley just told me they gave her a message for us.  The woman said she was glad the emergency wasn’t so bad that someone died because she knows sometimes that happens when people keep looking around for stuff that they shouldn’t be.”  Tashia stared at him with fresh hot tears beginning to surface, but she quickly presented a neutral expression for the sake of their company.“Are you sure they aren’t your friends?  Their names are Mr. Billy and Mrs. Kathy Beetle.  I asked their last names because of what you said this morning Mr. Tony.”  He told her that they did not know them. “But Miss Kathy knows Patrice and Patrick.”“What?” Tashia asked and could no longer hide her distress.“She said it was too bad they couldn’t have come with us today.  She knows their mom from South Carolina.”“Ashley,” Tashia’s voice trembled, “Miss Stephanie is from North Carolina.”“Well, maybe they said North Carolina.  I don’t remember.”“Did she say how she knows her?”“No.  I did a real bad thing, didn’t I?”“It’s all right sweetie,” she tried to comfort.  “Just don’t do it again, okay?”  She said she would not.  Tashia sat super upright on the couch, terror engulfing her.  Stephanie had found the list of names of people whose files Tashia had asked her to look into before she disappeared.  Against her better judgment, she started looking into them again.  Tashia had just found out about this Thursday night, and she insisted that Stephanie stop.  She did not want anyone to act on the threats that had already been made against her children.  She had not gathered anything significant anyway from what she could tell, but she planned on giving Tony what she had, as well as the names when they returned to work on Tuesday.  Someone was obviously very aware of this.Ashley gave the authorities the best description of the children, the parents, and the van she could give, and then they went home.  They drove back to Maryland in virtual silence with Ashley sleeping in the back.  Tashia was back there with her, and she would not take her eyes off of her.  She tried to call Sheryl and Steven again, but there was no answer in their room.  They had checked in, and they had a message for her if she called.  They said to just let them know if Ashley was all right and they would call in the morning.  Tashia left the message with the front desk that Ashley was fine.  She was sure Sheryl assumed they were home by now.  She was so grateful she did not have to tell them she was still missing.  When they called in the morning, she would let them know what happened.  What a nightmare.They did not even unpack.  Tony and Tashia sat up the entire night watching Ashley sleep.When Sheryl and Steven heard, they were shocked, infuriated, outraged, and scared out of their minds.  Yet none of this emotion was directed toward them.  They cut their trip short and picked Ashley up by 2 p.m., quite a feat for an 8 hour car ride.  They practically smothered her with hugs and kisses, but she did not seem to mind.  They thanked Tashia and Tony and assured them that they realized the same thing could have happened with them.  They were going to have a very long talk with Ashley when they got home.  And, yes, they were all going home together more so because of what had happened with their daughter than anything.  That almost made everything worthwhile.“I’m so sorry about all of this.”“Tony, all I care about is Ashley is all right.  We’ll see you later.  Please get some rest.  You two look haggard.”  They did not mind that coming from her, and they knew it was true.Shortly after they left, Tony fell asleep in the guest room, but Tashia remained in her bed with the covers tightly around her with no rest to her mind.  She shook but not from the October cold.  The drapes blocked out the sparse light from the cloudy day.  She stared straight ahead into the darkness, barely blinking, in her state of perceived vulnerability.  Tashia knew she had to figure out what was going on before someone really got hurt.Chapter XIV“Sheryl, I am so sorry.”“Tashia, would you please stop saying that.”  They were eating lunch at a corner table in the cafeteria.  “It wasn’t your fault.”“But you told me to take responsibility for her.”“So, are you saying it was Tony’s fault?”“No.  I blamed him at first, but that was unfair.  I was the one who was supposed to be watching her.”“You were sick.  He took her to breakfast.  It could have happened to anyone.”  Tashia was shocked to hear that even Sheryl had lost Ashley once.  “I don’t watch her like a hawk for nothing.  It was when she was a baby.”  Sheryl had turned her head for only a second to pay the cashier at the mall.  When she turned back, Ashley was gone.  As it turned out, a woman had mistaken Ashley’s stroller for that of her baby, as her husband had moved her infant son without her knowledge.  “After that and what happened with my in-laws, I’ve just been holding onto her so tightly.”“I can see why.  That is really something.”“It’s not good for her though.  That is just one of the things Steven and I fight about all the time.  She’s my baby.  It’s hard for me to let go.  You don’t know how hard it was for me to let her go with you and Tony this weekend.  I trust you more than anyone, Tashia, but it is just hard.”Tashia shook her head in dismal self-disgust.  “And then I blow it.”“No.  I still trust you.  If you were willing, I’d let you watch her again...in maybe nine, ten years.”  They laughed, and Tashia really appreciated the humor.  “Really, I’m just very overprotective.  I’d rather something happen to her with me than if she were with anyone else, even Steven.  Does that make sense to you?”Tashia was unsure.  Sheryl explained that at least then she would know that there was nothing else that could have been done.  If Ashley was with someone else, she would feel the weight of the guilt because she should have been the one watching her.  Something still could have happened, but maybe it would not have.  “If something happens to her when she’s with someone else, it’s my fault because I’m supposed to be the one taking care of my daughter.”Tashia shook her head.  “Wow, Sheryl.  That is too much.  You must carry around a lot of guilt.”“I do.  Every time she scrapes her knee when she goes skating, I think it wouldn’t have happened if I’d made sure she’s put on her knee pads.  I feel major guilt if she hears Steven and me arguing.  It’s never ending.  Ashley is such a precious, sweet, delicate child.  I just want to protect her from the world.  I don’t want her to get hurt.”“I hate to tell you this, but she will.  That is part of growing up and becoming a mature person.”“Oh no.  She can’t grow up either.”  Even though she was smiling, Tashia knew Sheryl really wished that could be true.  She twirled the last bit of spaghetti around her fork absentmindedly.  “She has grown so much already.  I don’t want her to spend another minute with Steven and I separated.”“So what’s going on there?”Sheryl swallowed the spaghetti and then told her she was not sure.  “We’re going to see Pastor Eliot tomorrow night.”“That’s great!”“Yes.  I’m hopeful.  We’re getting along pretty well, but we’re so cautious around each other.  We don’t want to say anything wrong or do anything wrong.  I haven’t been this nice to him since our honeymoon.”  With no prior warning, her eyes suddenly filled with tears.Tashia grabbed her hand.  “Sheryl, what’s wrong?”“We had such a nice time when we were away.  We talked about things that were hard.  We fussed, but we didn’t fight.  I admitted to things I’d done wrong.  He admitted to things he’d done wrong.  It was natural.  It’s just been so strained since we’ve gotten back.  He wasn’t going to come home yet, but with everything that happened with Ashley, he thought he should.  Being away was kind of like being away from reality.  I felt like he really loved me and wanted to make things work.  Now, I don’t.”“But why not?  He wants to go to counseling, doesn’t he?”“I don’t know.  He said he would, but I’m always fearful with him.  He’ll say things to make me happy and then will back out at the last minute.”“So you’re preparing yourself for the worst?”“Yes, even though I know I should give him a fair chance.  I’m trying.”“That’s a good attitude.  Love always trusts.”“What?”“The love chapter.”“In the Bible?”“Yes.”“That is really sad.  That was one of the chapters that was recited at our wedding.  What’s the rest of it?”“Oh, you’re putting me on the spot.  Let me see.”  She spoke slowly and deliberately, as she tried to remember.  Sheryl looked like she was soaking in every word.  “ ‘Love is patient.  Love is kind.  It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud.  It is not rude, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no records of wrongs.  Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth.  It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres.  Love never fails.’ ”There was silence for quite a few moments.  Sheryl closed her eyes while she let the tears unashamedly stream down her face.  She finally wiped them away and looked at Tashia.  “That is the first time I’ve really heard those words.  That is the first time I’ve really listened.  It’s amazing.  I’ve failed on every count.”“We all have.”“I’ve failed with my daughter and my husband.  I’ve failed with my sister, my brother, my in-laws, my parents.  I’ve failed with you.  I really can’t think of anyone...”Tashia was not sure what she meant by failing with her, but it really did not matter.  She did not want her friend to carry around her obvious burden about the past.  “Like I said, we all have.  I can’t always trust or hope on my own.  It’s about trusting what God will do with your husband.”  Tashia sighed and tried to piece the words together so that she could impart to Sheryl some true understanding.  “Things obviously were not always great with Tony and me, but from what I can tell, I started focusing on God instead of on him.  I had to trust that if it was His will, He would change him.  It might take the rest of our life together for that to happen, but it was going to take the rest of my life for God to make me into the person He wanted me to be, too.  I had to stop focusing on what my husband was then and see him through God’s eyes.”“You had to see what he could someday be?”“Yes,” Tashia said then smiled, as she watched the light bulb of understanding flash in Sheryl’s eyes.  She further relayed that her faith was in God and what He could do.  What’s more, she had to start looking at herself much more closely, instead of focusing so intently on Tony’s faults.  “From what Stephanie has told me and from what I’ve read in my journal, it took me years to come to that point.  I was still working on looking at myself before this all happened, and I probably always will have to work on it.”Sheryl confessed to only having known the side of Tashia that loved well and having been envious of that, something that shocked Tashia.  She could imagine no one being envious of the marriage she apparently once had.  Yet Sheryl felt that if she could have been like her, then she would have had a good relationship with Steven.  “I also felt like I’d have a better marriage if I had a husband like Tony.  When you tried to cheer me up about my problems and would mention to me things that were not so perfect between the two of you, I’d kind of...well, I’d kind of feel glad,” she admitted as she bit her bottom lip and glanced at the table.  “I’m really ashamed to say that.  It wasn’t that I didn’t want you to be happy.  I really did.  I just guess I wouldn’t feel like such a screw-up if a couple that had it together as well as you did could have some issues from time to time.  Do you hate me for that?”Tashia shook her head, as she thought that she might have had the same natural inclination if she were in the same position.  “Of course not.  I could never hate you.  I understand.  You know, Sheryl, we never did have it all together.  It’s a lifetime process because of the fact that we’re not perfect.  And because we’re so different from one another.”Sheryl smiled tenderly at her.  “You are so wise to be so young.”Tashia smirked, particularly because Sheryl was only a couple of years older than she was.  All of a sudden she realized that while it would have normally felt odd offering her the advice, it did not in the least that afternoon.  “I actually don’t feel young at all right now.  It seems like my life has gone by in a flash.”  Even though there was truth to that statement, most people would not have caught on that she was making a joke about her situation, but Sheryl’s laugh showed that she did.  Tashia liked her very much.  She could be herself with her and knew she would understand.  Sheryl was a genuine person.  Somehow, Tashia knew she would find happiness one day.  She only had to look in the right place.Tashia continued with counseling every week.  She was learning a lot about herself but not enough about her past.  That is, not enough about the past she had forgotten.  She cried out to God in frustration often.  She did not feel she could call out to Tony.It was a couple of months after they had made their trip, and she still had not confided in him about her feelings.  The thought of doing so petrified her to the point that she literally could not move.  She and Isabella discussed this, but that did not make it any less difficult to confront the issue.  He was starting to withdraw, and the words she had dispensed to Sheryl were frequently those she had to reflect on, as she found herself in the distress of a wounded marriage.  The excitement Tony had when she first returned was diminishing quickly.  He spent most of his time at work.  When he was at home, he was only there in body.  On occasion they would talk, but it was like pulling teeth for her to get him to say anything that was worth anything.  She told him how this bothered her, but he just looked at her blankly.  She was falling more and more in love with him, but he seemed to be traveling farther and farther away from her emotionally.So often she felt lost and alone.  She knew she was not really alone because God was always there.  He used people in her life who kept her from falling into a major depression.  Stephanie was a life saver.  Even if she wasn’t at home when Tashia called, she always seemed to catch her when she was just about at the end of her rope.  She empathized and advised.  She told her there were a couple of years when Anuli was pretty much absent from their marriage, but God drew him back.  She had to learn how to rely on Him like she never had before during that time.  It wasn’t even that Anuli had anything against her.  He was going through some major crises of his own, and he did not know how to let her in to help him.  Anuli would now go on and on about how remarkable Stephanie was for putting up with him so long.  It wasn’t until he realized she was there to go through everything with him and started letting her do so that things started changing.  Tashia did not look forward to going through a period like that.  She had already apparently been through something similar.  However, hearing Stephanie’s story and seeing how things were between her and Anuli now gave her some hope.  After all, Stephanie, just like her, had serious doubts about her husband loving her, yet God brought them through it all.  But the thing was that the Lord made the change in Anuli.  Tony did not even know Him.  Even if he wanted to change, she began to doubt that he had the strength to do so on his own.She talked to Stephanie more than anyone, even more than Sheryl and Gladys.  She tried to get some insight into his personality from her mother-in-law, but that was not very helpful.  She just encouraged her to try to make Tony happy anyway she could.  When she looked at her marriage, she understood how she could say that.Tony’s parents lived two separate lives.  She could tell that the woman longed for the closeness she had dreamed of when she first met her husband but had resolved to live with just existing alongside him.  They got along well enough, but there seemed to be no intimacy.  So what did she do since there was so little to her marital relationship? In one of her rare sharing moments, she confided to Tashia that she had invested her life in her child.  That was all fine and dandy when he was little but his mother quickly discovered that Tony was not a mama’s boy.  This, she expressed with laughter but Tashia could see the hurt in her eyes.  He was there for his mother, but he had gotten married and moved on, as he should.  She tried to please her husband by being away from him as much as possible.  It was easier for her that way, too, because there was less hurt than when she was with him, knowing he wished she would just leave him alone.  She laughed this off as well and quickly changed the subject.  Tashia’s heart broke at the deep, deep hurt this woman had experienced for years and continued to experience.  She did not want her life to be that way.And she wondered how she could have been so close to Tony’s father, as Tony claimed.  Although his mother could be somewhat annoying with all her questions and suggestions, she meant well, and Tashia actually felt closer to her.  His father seemed nice overall but pretty aloof.  From what Tony had told her, she felt that way about her father-in-law initially, but her feelings soon changed when he rescued her from his wife.  She felt as if he was protecting her.  He took an interest in what interested her, and he would sometimes talk to her for hours, something Tony had never seen his dad do with anyone.Tony’s mother was disappointed when he married her, but his father was thrilled.  Slowly, she came around too, but Tashia felt accepted by him almost right away.  Now, he was very nice to her, but he kept his distance.  Tony thought it was because he didn’t want to push her past on her.  His wife was always trying to make her remember.  He welcomed her, he talked with her, but he did not want to try to force her to feel the way she had before.  He’d said to Tony that he wanted Tashia to come back when she was ready and on her own terms.  His son thought the real issue was that it hurt him not to be able to be as close to her as they previously were.  He had considered her to be his only daughter.  If this was true, at least he cared.  Tashia’s doubts steadily increased that the case was the same for her husband.There was one breakthrough that made Tashia feel like Tony did care.  A couple of weeks after their return from their trip to Shenandoah Valley and a little over a month after her frightening episode at the school, she had a painfully scary experience on the playground.  One of the students, a boy of only six years but close to 150 pounds, fell into a full-blown tantrum under the monkey bars.  Tashia spied two tiny girls who looked as if their arms could no longer hold the weight of their small frames hovering directly over him as they hung from bars.  She blew her whistle as a signal for others to clear the scene as she dashed across the yard, but the children in all their playful glee were oblivious to the sound.  Sheryl was not out there that day.  The instructor who had accompanied Tashia had gone into the building to answer an important call, so she was of no assistance.  Tashia, leaning forward as not to step on the flailing boy, grabbed both girls by their waists and told to let go.  She had them securely, but they were too fearful to follow her command.  “Let go,” she tried to say soothingly.  “I have—”Tashia was instantly shocked by a powerful kick to her shin that thrust her with mind-boggling force flat on her back quickly followed by a backward snap of her head.  The screams above her thrust her out of her dazed state.  She blinked away the blurriness repeatedly and ignored the dizziness caused by the sudden jump to her feet.  At the sight of each of the two girls hanging by only a hand, adrenaline instantly surged into remarkable strength, as she pulled the flailing boy from beneath the monkey bars.  Once beyond the bars, Tashia was stunned into silence by the blast of pain that erupted in her middle back and shot like a firecracker throughout the rest of her back and through her limbs.  Instantly she was flung onto her back once again with a piercing kick to the knee.  She lay there in a stupor, unable to move.  Unlike prior when all seemed oblivious to her existence, this time she heard a stampede darting past her, toward her, from her.  Small children soon to be followed by adults came to her rescue and she faintly heard the weeping boy pleading his apologies.Soon thereafter, she found herself in the school nurse’s office.  Tashia had suffered no concussion and only a few scrapes per the nurse’s diagnosis.  Determined to finish the day and having seemed to have recovered decently with the aid of a pain killer, she returned to the classroom despite the nurse’s advice.  However, in less than thirty minutes, the throbbing of her entire back was so intense that she could barely stand.  Sheryl, who had gotten word of what occurred, offered to call Tony to pick her up, but Tashia refused.  She knew Sheryl could not leave work so early in the day, and she somehow felt that she could make it home on her own.  With that conviction, she welcomed the relief of sitting in the navy Mitsubishi and driving the twenty minutes home with the image of her bed steadily set in her mind’s eye.The pain in her back built to a steady crescendo of excruciation as Tashia plowed up the driveway to her home with tears and sweat streaming down her face.  She panted when she made it to the top and reached up for the garage opener with the sheer force of her will.  She let out her scream of agony as she brought her arm back down and pulled into the garage.Once parked, she sat there with her entire body trembling from the force of pain.  She glanced up at the button on the roof of the car and another piercing scream erupted with the unbearable electric shock shooting down her spinal column and legs.  She held her breath, afraid to move.  Yet she knew she must make some move.  Tashia thought of Tony, but upon last view of the car’s clock, she knew that it was barely 2:00.  She could not ask him to come home.  What was more, with the little interest he had shown in her as of late, she did not have the faith that he would want to come home.  Tashia wept harder, only sending the pain to levels unimaginable.  She tried to stop but could not.Her heart rocked inside at the thought of calling him and get a rejecting answer.  Yet she had to get to a physician.  Something was terribly wrong with her and she was scared.  She did not know if she could even muster the strength to deal with what pain would come if she were to reach in her purse for the cell phone.  Tashia inhaled deeply and jammed her hand in the bag, as hot tears furiously flooded her cheeks.  The phone landed on her lap.  Her hand shook and her body throbbed.  Yet she pushed the button on her speed dial with her eyes staring with determination straight ahead.Tashia heard the low voice and could only mutter her response.  “Hello?” he repeated with a bit more volume.She took another deep breath and brought the phone to her ear with her arm shaking wildly.  “T-Tony,” she whimpered, “please—”“Tashia, what’s the matter?” he asked anxiously.  “Has anyone hurt you?”“...N-no...the...”  She panted relentlessly but made out the final words.  “Pain...so much...pl-please—”“Where are you?”“Home.”“I’ll be there.”With that, he hung up and Tashia could only wait there drowning in her agony until his arrival, which she was certain would not come until more than an hour later.  The phone dropped from her hand.  She closed her eyes and prayed for quick relief.Relief came.  Not as speedily as she would have desired but much quicker than she had expected.  Tony arrived in 50 minutes tops.  The wait in the emergency room seemed interminable, however.  Yet for a reason she could only guess as divine providence, she suddenly lost consciousness only to next find herself in a treatment room.  What is more, she was evaluated, treated, and sent home after being given a shot of powerful analgesic.  Not before Tony had to ask questions about what they were trying to give her, of course.  Tashia did not care what they gave as long as the pain went far away.  And it did...rapidly.While Tony drove her home, she lay her head against the headrest with a fixed smile on her face.  Night shadows flew past the window.  By the time they arrived, however, Tashia started to worry.  She had little control of her limbs, something Tony now reminded her was a potential side effect the physician had mentioned.  Tashia had no recollection of any such thing, as her mind was too focused on getting rid of the pain to pay such insignificant matters attention.  Now, however, she could not even make it out of the car without nearly crumbling onto the ground except for a timely save from Tony.  He lifted her into his arms and carried her into the house.  Tashia buried her head into his warm neck and hid her smile.  She could not recall feeling any safer in her life.  Once they got upstairs and he placed her on her bed, Tashia could not evenlift her arm.  He removed her coat then had to prop her against pillows for her to sit at all.  His eyes searched hers anxiously and her heart instantly surged when she recognized the look he had given her in the kitchen that night when he told her to never forget his love for her.  She had forgotten because it had seemed as if it was no longer there.  But now she thought that perhaps it had only been hidden.“Are you going to need help changing for bed?” he asked, and her heart stopped.  It was already past 10 and she realized she would indeed need help.  But he could not be the one to assist.  Tashia stared at him wide-eyed.  “You, uh...is that a body suit you’re wearing?”  Tashia recalled that it was and produced the weak nod the remaining muscle strength would allow.  She wore a lilac sweater with black leotard underneath, in addition to tights, slacks, and boots all black in color.  “I, uh...”  He cleared his throat and started walking toward her dresser bureau.  “I’ll just get some pajamas out for you.”  Her eyes followed him as he laid thick cotton white pajamas on the burgundy bedspread.  “Will these be warm enough?  It’s supposed to get below freezing tonight.”  Tashia’s ears perked to the whistling wind outdoors and the branches scraping against the downstairs windows.  She had no doubt he was correct.  He smiled slightly at her and she noticed a nervous shift in his eyes that she had not yet witnessed in him.  “I’ll...well, I’ll be right back.  I need to put something on for you to eat.  Try not to go to sleep yet.”Tashia fought to follow his command, but her eyelids were winning the battle by the end of about five minutes when he returned with a bowl of piping hot homemade chicken, vegetable, and pasta soup.  Her nose instantly cued into the red onion, fresh garlic, and mild curry spices she had used in her preparation the night before.  He placed the soup, crackers, and red ginseng tea on a tray by her bedside, and Tashia realized she must have dozed because she had not noticed him come in with a tray earlier.  He said he would let the meal cool and then went to the adjoining bathroom.  She heard him fooling with something in there as the water ran.Tony returned with a pan of water and a pump of lavender soap, which she assumed he placed on the floor because her eyes could not follow to that level without her head dropping.  He went to the foot of the bed and slowly took off her left boot.  Tashia held in her gasp with the warm sensation of his hand brushing against her leg.  He removed the other, and she watched him in a daze.  She was amazed at his meticulous manner when he put them in her closet.  He made a quick check of the temperature of her food then sat facing her on the bed.He smiled tenderly down on her and brushed her fallen hair out of her eye.  Tashia’s heart bubbled over and she got lost in the endless river of his jeweled eyes.  “I can, um...”  Tony’s voice had come out hoarse and he cleared his throat again.  “Let me help you sit up a bit more, and I can help you get off this sweater.”  She did not doubt that he could manage her but was unsure of exactly how he would given the fact that she could be of absolutely no help.  Yet he supported her effortlessly as he removed the sweater.  “Very pretty,” he whispered as his eyes travelled down her torso then jumped back to her face.  “Your sweater, it’s, uh, it’s very pretty.”Tashia held her breath, trying to control the heaving of her chest, as he unbuttoned her slacks and pulled them along with her tights down to her ankles.  She stared straight ahead then closed her eyes while he gently took these off as well.  Silence rung sharply and she opened her eyes to his awed gaze as he slowly surveyed her body, parts covered and uncovered.  Tony’s face tightened when he noticed her watching him and he quickly put on her pajamas.  “I’ll just help you to wash a bit then your food should be all right to eat.”He reached down and placed the pan on the bed.  He started with her face and cleaned in soft circles, wiping away all her anxiety of the day and the last months.  “You have the most beautiful complexion I have ever seen, Tashia Gerard.”  Tashia beamed.  He put the washcloth back in the pan and slid the ponytail holder that no longer held a ponytail out of her hair.  Tashia watched his strong yet tender face as he smoothed her hair behind her ears.  “I’ve always loved your pretty hair.”  Tashia’s face flushed and she glanced down, only for her eyes to catch a glimpse of his soft, perfectly shaped lips.  She swallowed silently and looked toward the bit of steam rising from the soup.Tony next went to her feet with the lavender soap and soothing warm water.  He rubbed her feet so tenderly that she could barely keep her eyes open.  Almost about to tip over the edge to sleep, she found him putting extra thick socks on her feet.  Then he was gone for several moments.  She heard water running in the bathroom again and guessed he must have been washing his hands.Tony’s warm presence filled the room when he entered once again.  He propped her up a bit more and fed her.  The soup tasted like none she had ever had even though it was the same dinner as the night before.  They chuckled at the growling of both of their stomachs, and Tashia offered him some of her meal.  He declined and said he would eat as soon as he had her situated.  With the meal complete, he brushed her teeth, gave her a bit of water with which to gargle, and finished tidying her along with the room before helping her slide down into the warm bed.  As he tucked her in securely, Tashia closed her eyes and smiled.  “Good night, Tashia,” he whispered while smoothing his hand over her hair and face.  She surrendered to the caress of sleep just as his last words left his lips.  “I love you.”Tashia was thrust out of sleep with the sudden eruption of pain that sent her back reeling into severe arch.  Her screams flew from her without restraint or volition.  Tony jumped forward in the seat he was using as his place of rest by her bedside.  He ran down the stairs and Tashia shivered madly in a pool of perspiration, terrified of what was transpiring.  He returned in rocket speed with a glass of water colored by a homeopathic pain remedy.  Tashia balked.  It was not that she doubted that this might help but she needed the instant relief the pills the hospital had sent home with her should provide.  Still, she swallowed in one large swig.  Despite the late hour, he placed a call to Tashia’s aunt, Kyana, who provided him with consultation as to how he could quiet her pain.  Tony knelt by her bed, gingerly turned her on her stomach, and placed his warm hands between her pajama top and leotard.  Her aunt, who was also a physical therapist, had used this therapeutic move on others in the family, including Tashia after an ice skating accident, although always on bare skin for maximum benefit.  Nonetheless, the heat from Tony’s hands rapidly began to bring her ease.  And shockingly, within minutes the pain did not just disappear.  She could actually feel it releasing and dissipating from her body.  Tashia did not know if it was from the remedy, the “therapy”, or both.  Nor did she care.  She let out one heavy breath and instantly fell back into a peaceful sleep.The next morning, Tony came into Tashia’s bedroom fully dressed in a navy suit, white shirt, and burgundy tie, and Tashia’s heart dropped.  “I called my acupuncturist, and she should be here in a few minutes.”  Tashia did not want some fancy acupuncturist.  She wanted him.  But he was leaving her.He did not in fact leave until the woman was done sticking pins in her, a prospect Tashia found none too appealing.  Yet there was no residue of pain and she advised her of what she could do to prevent a recurrence.  Tashia was even able to make it downstairs to the breakfast of pancakes and oatmeal with banana and raisins Tony had prepared for her.  She knew she should be grateful.  In fact, she was.  She just did not want him to leave her.“Rich folk,” she remarked in jest, as he passed by the table and went to the counter to resume flipping through files in his briefcase.  Tony chuckled wryly, and she thought she knew why.  He had confided in her that they were not nearly as wealthy as they seemed.  The house, after all, was gifted to them for their wedding by a close friend of his father’s, Ray Myers, and was constructed according to Tashia’s earlier design prior to their return to Maryland two years after their date of marriage.  The cars belonged to the company.  The acupuncturist, well, Tony was into that type of stuff, but, he still claimed they were not rich.  “Call me if you need anything,” he said, as he rushed past her without even a glance and opened the door to the garage.  Minutes later she heard him backing up and then he was gone.The day before when she had been writhing in pain had seemed to be their relationship’s breakthrough, but he had been gone ever since.  And Tashia could not have imagined the pain that could have been produced by the emotional absence of this stranger, this husband she had come to love. Chapter XVThe weeks and months that followed were filled with a silence so much more intensely painful than what Tashia had experienced in the schoolyard.  Tony kept true to his promise of following her home whenever possible, but when they got home, she almost wished he had not been so faithful.  He could sit across from her at the dinner table and say not one word.  She got to the point where she would throw her food down her throat as quickly as possible and find her place anywhere in the house where he was not.  It was not that Tashia had not tried to talk to him about his cold silence, but he would only return with a blank stare.  Tashia could not understand what she could have done for him to treat her so cruelly or how she could have married such an unfeeling person.  It was not that he was not cordial, as he certainly was.  However, his frigid demeanor and apparent apathy were what stung to nearly unbearable measures.  The greatest hurt was that he simply did not seem to care about her, and she feared that they had simply exchanged their marriage from the hostile relationship she had read about in her journal to one where they merely coexisted.  Still, whether it was foolish hope or honest faith, something resided within her that would not succumb to the pain and all the assumptions that could flow from it.  Somehow she had to believe that the displays of love he had shown reflected what truly resided within.  Her heart-wrenching cries and prayers begged for the truth to be known.Shortly after Tony and Tashia returned from Shenandoah Valley, he got the list of names from Stephanie.  This list was accurate whereas the other one she had put together based on her memory was not.  She had remembered all names except Rear Admiral Ray Myers’ incorrectly.  He at least knew who most of these men were and a couple he had known since his early childhood.Tony brought the list home with him and tried to see if he could access their files.  As Tashia stood beside him while he clicked away at his computer in his office in the basement, he mentioned that he would have to try to override the system but did not know if he could.  Tashia scratched her head.  He glanced up at her momentarily before returning his attention to the screen and muttering, “Never mind,” out of the side of his mouth.  Whatever he was doing had to do with her past and future, yet a thick sense of lack of welcome emanating from him stifled the environment.  Tashia stood her ground and would not leave despite the rise of tension in Tony’s shoulder and absolute absence of further talk on either part.  Access was denied time and time again.  As was the case with matters in general, she heard nothing from him about the files for some time.  Little did she know how much would come of his attempts.“Tashia, I really wish I could come, too.”  Tashia sat on the floor of the library snuggled next to the fireplace with her feet tucked under her.  Oh, how grateful she was to have the warmth of the fire after battling the bone-penetrating cold in the morning and on her way home from school.  It was the beginning of December and Tony had arranged for her aunts and uncles to visit at the end of the following week.  But not one of her cousins could make it, including Ebony who expressed just as much disappointment as Tashia felt.  “I have finals that week and, oh man, I really wish I could see you.  I miss you so much.”Tashia smiled through the heaviness of her heart.  At least she and Ebony could talk.  But even with that, something was missing.  They had seen each other five months earlier, but, of course, Tashia only recalled their long visit with one another when she came up to Baltimore to visit Uncle David and his family for a couple of months the summer before her last year in high school.  The two cousins were inseparable.Ebony was 14 then and Tashia nearly 17.  Now her cousin was a 23-year-old woman.  Her twin brothers, Maaceo and Ilino, were 21.  And the youngest, Kaleb, was 19.  They were all studying but Ebony was doing post-graduate work in Biological Sciences.  There was no way she could get a break.  Their mutual cousins, Stephen and Uriah, Uncle Micah and Aunt Olivia’s sons, were around Ebony’s and the twins’ ages.  They could not make the trip either.  Hopefully, if Tony really was able to get off work to go down to Georgia in February when the family had decided to take their own Winter Break, there would be a complete reunion.  Except, of course, Grandpop, Grandma, Tashia’s mom, and her dad.  Sometimes she missed them so strongly that she could barely speak.When her mind wasn’t focused on the loss, her heart was filled with excitement.  Seeing her cousins would be a blast!  And spending time with her aunts and uncles is something that she yearned for but for which she thought she’d have to wait for patiently.  Thus, she was completely taken off guard –in a good way—when Aunt Kyana told her that Tony had invited them.  “I told him we didn’t want to intrude on the time you two were spending getting to know each other again, Shi Shi.”  Tashia loved when her aunt or any of her family called her by that pet name even though there was a debate among the family members if they should stop once Aunt Kyana found out that the need to go to urinate was pronounced that way in Japanese.  A hilarious, roll on the floor type of debate.  The name stuck.  The meaning was disregarded.  “He said that he thought it would do you good to see us.  He’s told me that you seem really down lately.”Tashia was surprised he had even noticed.  When her aunt asked if his perception was accurate, she just commented, “Sort of,” and let her know they could talk more when they saw one another.  Tashia could sense Aunt Kyana’s hesitation but she did not press.  What was even more surprising than the invitation was that Tony wanted them all to stay at the house.  It was obvious to Tashia and her family members that he was no socialite.  Sure, he probably would have offered them that type of hospitality, if Tashia requested it of him, but they had made arrangements to stay in a hotel.  Any other option would not have even occurred to them.  When Tashia discovered that Tony planned on staying overnight with his parents to give the five of them time alone and after the initial shock that he would endure a night with his mother wore off, she found herself unable to shake off an ever-deepening doubt.  Maybe he was not going to stay with them after all.She was tempted to talk to Ebony about this, as they had always talked about every single thing.  In depth.  But she had read enough of her journal to discover how damaging that had been to her marriage.  Stephanie was right.  Not about Ebony’s maturity level.  About her ability to be objective.  To this, Ebony readily admitted when Tashia asked her, “Ebony, has something happened between us?  I mean, did we stop being as close as we were before?  It’s like you’ll talk to me about everything under the sun, but you avoid all talk about Tony like the plague.”  Tashia was not speaking of discussion of how he was as a husband or anything deep like that, and she was sure Ebony knew it.  If she would even mention something casual like he went to take the car for an oil change, there would be absolutely no comment from her cousin except a high jump to another subject.Her parents had advised her that while they realized she was an adult who could make her own decisions, their strong wish was for her not to delve into Tony and Tashia’s life together.  The three of them had a long conversation about this, from which Ebony left regretful.  “Listen, Tashia, I know you already know how I feel about Tony, but...I shouldn’t have added my two cents all those years.  You might not believe it, but I am really for your marriage.”Ebony’s sudden profound and prolonged silence was killing Tashia.  Finally, she pleaded with her, “Just let me know if there is really something I need to fear from him.”  Tashia no longer was frightful of the possibility of him trying to kill her.  Yet the insecurity she felt over his apparent lack of love for her was oppressive.  A thought suddenly occurred to her.  If Ebony could assure her that she knew Tony loved her even with her low opinion of him, then she would have more confidence that it was that he simply did not know how to show it.  “Ebony, just answer this question.”  Her hand began to tremble holding the phone.  She asked breathlessly, “Do you think Tony loves me?”Silence.  Absolutely nothing.  Tashia stared straight ahead and begged her cousin in her mind just to answer her.  Any answer.  Finally, she whispered, “I don’t know.”Tashia’s heart felt like it had been taken out, scrambled, and put back in place in that condition in a matter of seconds.  She had used up her one question and she had no plans to ask Ebony any more related to Tony.  They hung up shortly thereafter.The rest of that week and the following held the most difficult days since Tashia had awoken.  She tried to tell herself it was just her imagination, but Tony seemed to be retreating from her more each day.  His body was there but his mind seemed a million miles away.  She was emotionally exhausted from trying to initiate conversation to usually be met with vacant stares or no acknowledgement whatsoever.  It was as if he rarely realized she was there.  Sure, he would talk to her about the mundane or maybe a news event once in a while.  But the conversations were short, as was his interest.  It felt to her that his communication was purely out of obligation.  Tashia could not wait for her aunts and uncles to arrive.  They would have to return home, of course, but she would enjoy every moment of their stay.Tashia ran to the front door and threw it open on that Friday afternoon.  Then she just stood there speechless, as unanticipated, overwhelming waves of joy and sadness rapidly overcame her.  Her hand trembled before her open mouth as she stared at the aunts and uncles who had such a huge part in raising her.  This was her family.  The warmth swirling through her heart came with the instant reminder of how much each of them loved her, all the memories that flooded through her mind, how she could fully trust any of them.  And the grief was because of the memories as well.With all that had transpired in the last months, it seemed like she had not seen them in so long.  Their physical maturity confirmed that there had been a gap since her last remembrance of them.  They looked older.  Not much but the subtle changes made her heart grieve what felt like missed time with them.  Uncle Micah’s transformation was not subtle.  He had no hair on his head!  His face held a few distinguishing lines, but, strangely, instead of making him look much older, these served to make him even more handsome.  And goodness gracious, Tashia did not know how her aunts kept women from swooning over him and Uncle David.  That warm smile of Uncle David’s, his eyes with the slightest bit of white around the brown.  Those two looked so much alike and so much like Grandma.  She missed Grandma.Aunt Olivia had a little bit of grey among her wavy, sandy-brown nearlywaist-length hair and a little more accent to her hips than she had previously.  The last time Tashia recalled seeing her, her hair was cut to well above her shoulders.  She smiled at her with those sparkling light brown eyes.  And then there was her second mother, Aunt Kyana, with barely any grey, her signature natural curls falling beyond her shoulders and that ever-slim figure.It took about two seconds for Tashia to make this survey.  Her family was absolutely beautiful.  It was as if God had formed them so that some of the incredible beauty that resided within each of them was reflected externally to the world to a certain measure.  It was that internal beauty and comfort that she longed to be bathed in again, that she knew she could hang on to only for a few days while they remained.  And try as she did, it was because of all those memories, those joys, that love that she could not hold back the tears she was so desperately trying to contain.“Oh, Shi Shi,” Aunt Olivia said as she stepped forward and embraced her.  “You don’t have to cry.”  Tashia wrapped her arms tightly around her and after a few seconds, in muffled voice expressed that she was just so glad to see them.“We can tell,” Uncle Micah teased, and Tashia began to snicker into her aunt’s shoulder.  They all laughed.  Aunt Olivia stepped up onto the landing and gave her a kiss on the cheek.  Then she received the love from each of them she had been so sorely missing with their embraces.About an hour later, Tashia, Tony, and her aunts and uncles were sitting around the kitchen table after a hearty meal laughing and sharing memories.  Tashia kept teasing Uncle Micah and Aunt Olivia about the present, however.  She thought she could at least count on the two of them when Tony brought out some seaweed wraps to reject them like a busted car.  “Imagine my disappointment to find out that the two of you have gone into the loony health land, too.”  Tashia would not confess it in front of Tony, but she noticed that she did feel more energy and have a little less of an abdominal bulge since she’d been practically forced to eat this way.  Not that she didn’t have full reign to dine on whatever she wanted and do so when she was out with Stephanie or at work, for instance.  However, even she had to admit that what she used to think was so tasty lacked flavor in comparison to this unadulterated stuff.  But seaweed wraps?!“Uncle Micah,” she asked, “don’t you remember what they served at that Father-Daughter dance you escorted me to?”He scrunched up his face.  “Sure.  Sushi with...”  He grinned.  And the two of them said in unison, “Seaweed”.  He had taken Tashia out for a real meal after the dance.  “That was the most deplorable attempt at cheffery I ever experienced.  But,” he countered with raised eyebrows, “there was nothing natural about it.  I bet they got some barnacles, took whatever slime they could get from the bottom of the ocean...”  Protests swam around the table that he was getting everyone sick with the thought.  “What?” he asked with shoulders lifted innocently in a shrug and sporting that crooked smile Tashia loved so much.Tashia told them all how much that night meant to her.  She no longer had her parents.  Uncle Micah had gotten word about the event and told her he would like to take her.  Tashia was fully aware that sort of thing would be the last on his agenda if it were not for his love for her.  “Hey, I really had a good time,” he offered with much sincerity.  She reminded him that her classmates did, too.  It would have seemed that their fathers would have been attending to them more.  After all, the dance was for fathers and daughters.  Nonetheless, their attention seemed to be more on business and social deals with the other fathers.For the first time in her life, Tashia was the center of attention—something she would have ordinarily despised—as the girls crowded around them at their table and asked Uncle Micah about 10,000 questions.  He answered each one with unbelievable patience.  Tashia enjoyed listening to him so much that she did not mind the presence of the others nor their questions for her.  She did note the disappointment sink in the faces of about a dozen when he mentioned his wife and sons.  Yes, it was shameless how some of them in their adolescent way flirted with him.“Micah, you never mentioned that part,” his wife chided.“There was nothing to tell,” he defended.  “They were just harmless little girls.  You, my sweetheart, on the other hand,” he said with a mischievous grin and a kiss behind her ear, “are a real woman.”  Aunt Olivia giggled and blushed.  She told him to behave himself, but everyone could tell she enjoyed her husband’s antics.  “Behave? What is this behave you speak of?” he teased.  She looked at him out of the corner of her eye, shook her head slightly and just sighed.  “Ah yes, yes.  I recall the concept and I am always on my absolute best behavior.”Aunt Kyana covered her mouth quickly as she sputtered out a bit of her tea and Uncle David snorted, “Brother, you haven’t been on your best behavior one day since I’ve known you.”  Tashia grinned.  It was so great having them there.Tashia came to her uncle’s defense.  She explained to her family that he had pretty much ignored the slightly disguised propositions but in a way that would make none of them feel the sting of rejection.  Finally, she observed, the lustful darts were being thrown too quickly probably even for him, and suave as he could be, he slipped the family he’d left in Baltimore into the conversation.Once he showed them a photo of him with Aunt Olivia, there were just gasps, “She’s...oh, wow...she’s so beautiful.”  The deflation was instant.  They still hung around them just to enjoy what they could of the rest of the night.  Tashia had to really wonder if any of those high schoolers seriously thought things were going to go anywhere with her uncle,  but coming to observe some of them, she realized that was exactly their hope.Although Uncle David would always be a second papa to her, Uncle Micah held an irreplaceable spot in her heart for making the sacrifice to spend that time with her.  Aunt Olivia had an extra special place as well.  She encouraged him to go even though that meant missing her being honored for an architectural project she had spearheaded that beautified a previously debilitated part of Baltimore.And when she heard the reaction of the four of them to her getting married, her appreciation for them deepened even more.“We knew nothing until the two of you were already married,” Uncle David explained.“...What?”  Tashia looked at Tony for confirmation that this was the case and he nodded his head somberly.Tony had thought it best she tell her family, but Tashia was...well, she was just scared of how they would react.  So Aunt Gladys signed and they got married in her presence, that of his parents, and that of a justice of the peace.And their reaction?  As soon as Tashia let them in on the secret, they got the first thing smoking down to North Carolina.  They were not going to be able to get a flight that soon nor did they want the hassle of dealing with the airport, so they drove.“I’ve never seen David so quiet,” Aunt Kyana observed, as she described their trip.  “Micah, yes, but there was something eerie about his stillness.”“ ‘Stillness’ is a perfect word,” Aunt Olivia commented.  “The air was thick in that car.  Not from heat.  From emotions.  But hardly anyone spoke.”  During the ride, she kept watching her husband.  “I was just so scared Micah was going to blow.”“Did he?” Tashia asked with anxious whisper.  She could not believe that she would have kept something so important from them no matter how frightened she was.  And to disappoint them so much that she had angered her uncle. It was unimaginable that she would have taken that chance.Aunt Kyana got up from the table with a whistling sigh and a slow nod of her head before taking her seat on a stool and leaning back toward the counter with her elbow supporting her.  Aunt Olivia followed suit.  Uncle David went to the entrance of the kitchen and just stood there with his arms crossed across his chest and one leg crossed at the shin of the other with contained smile in place while Uncle Micah remained seated with a boyish awkward grin as his eyes remained fix on the table.  Tashia, who did not understand, looked at Tony.He sat back in his chair and explained that her uncles had been very cordial toward him.  “The whole family crowded into our apartment.  I mean every one of them.  All the kids were in the living room—but I think they were really listening at the door—and your aunts were very nice.”  She wondered why he had not included Uncle David and Uncle Micah in that description.  Her chest tensed and she reminded herself that was years prior.  Everyone seemed to get along fine now.  Nonetheless, the suspense still had her nerves wound up.After the three couples conversed briefly that evening, the three gentleman went onto the balcony.  Tony flashed a smile.  “I was glad we didn’t live too high just in case they decided to throw me off.”  They were polite but pointed.  His responsibility was to care for her.  That meant sacrificing his life for her each day.  This talk should have occurred long before but since they were not given the opportunity, they were laying everything on the line now.They believed in leaving and cleaving.  “We’re not going to be getting in your business unnecessarily,” Uncle David expressed with the most intense stare and stern expression Tony had ever seen on anyone’s face.  Tashia was sure her heart had stilled as she listened to the story.  For her easy-going, pleasant-with-everybody uncle to display a side of his character she had never seen, showed how very protective he was of her and how damaged he was by her not putting her trust in him.“But,” he was quick to add with clenched teeth while Uncle Micah stood right next to him with fists starting to go into a ball, “if you lay one hand on her or mistreat her even if it has nothing to do with your hands...”  Tony stared them straight in the eye as they did the same with him.  He was not trying to challenge them.  They just had his attention.  He could tell that they were not trying to play the tough guys intimidating him.  They were simply very, very serious.“Micah explained that they weren’t trying to say I was that type of person, but this conversation would have been unnecessary had they been given the chance to know me.”  Tashia wanted to know if he was scared.  “No because there would be no reason for them to come to your rescue.” Everything ended fine with cautious handshakes but then Tony had to go out to lead his parents to the apartment complex that they were having trouble finding.  Aunt Gladys arrived before his return.  “When you told me how Micah reacted to her, oh man, I have to admit I was a little scared then.”“We all were,” Aunt Olivia concurred.  “Micah hardly gets riled up about anything.”“That’s just the thing.  A guy can be laid-back, nonchalant for like twenty years then he blows a gasket.  Those are the types you have to worry about.”  Tony did not crack a smile.  He was in no way joking.  Nor had Uncle Micah.  But the latter did quietly admit that he was still a little embarrassed when he thought about how he acted that night.Tashia did not get it.  Aunt Gladys and Roger had stopped by for a little bit just to greet them before they went off for a weekend get-away.  There seemed to be solely very pleasant feelings among everyone.“Oh, no, we’re cool now,” Uncle Micah explained.  “You know, she forgave me, I forgave her.  Everything is all right.”Tony received a text from his dad.  Tashia figured he was going to head over to his parents. On the contrary, he told his father he’d be over in about an hour.  He rocked on the back legs of his chair with a pleased smile.  He wanted to hear everything from the horse’s mouth so to speak.So Aunt Kyana hopped off her stool and set the scene.  “Here you, Olivia, the guys, and I are in your living room.  The kids were in the next room playing games.  Gladys shows up and you let her in.  David looked serious, but Micah...I thought I saw daggers when his eyes locked with Gladys’.”  Tashia leaned forward with her elbows on the table and nail clasped between her teeth, as she listened to her aunt.Gladys did not even seem to notice.  She was her regular bubbly self even among the stiff hugs.  Before she could approach Micah to give him one, she heard the laughter from further in the apartment and scurried away to greet the children and adolescents.  There were all types of shrieks of laughter mingled with her lovely Jamaican accent.  So much warmth and happiness in that room.Then she returned.  “Oh, Micah,” she exclaimed as she bounced over to him.  “I missed you!”  He put up his hand to stop her and her smile slowly fell. “Wh-what’s wrong?”“Gladys, why don’t we all take a seat?” David suggested with profound graveness.All did except Micah who had his arms tightly crossed and gaze steady on her.  She folded her hands on her lap like a little girl while the two ladies and David expressed the cause for their deep concern...to put things lightly.“Gladys,” Kyana began as she placed her hand softly on top of hers, “we all know you love Tashia deeply and would never do anything to purposely hurt her.  We just don’t understand...”  Tears began to pool in Kyana’s eyes and Olivia picked up where she left off.“I was really angry when I found out that you had allowed Tashia to get married and you didn’t even tell us about it.”  Her face began to tremble.  “I think we all were.  Now, I’m more hurt and confused.  I just don’t understand,” she said in obviously forced softened tone.  “What were you thinking?”“The kids are just so in love.  And why not?”  Gladys asked cheerfully.  “How often does true love come around?”David breathed in deeply and let the breath out through his nostrils.  “But why,” he began deliberately, “wouldn’t you share that with us? We knew nothing about the guy.  We didn’t even know he existed until just yesterday.”“Yeah, but you should have seen the little kittens together,” she almost purred.“That’s just the point,” David said with moderately heightened voice that he quickly lowered. “We saw nothing.  Just tell us why not.”“Well,” she hesitated and looked between each of them with her smile finally dampening a bit, “Tashia asked that I didn’t and you have to respect a bride’s wishes.”Dumbfounded stares and complete silence.  Tashia curled up in an uncomfortable ball in the corner of her couch looking like she had the greatest desire to crawl under the floor.“I have to be looking at the most idiotic person on the planet,” came Micah’s eerily quiet voice.Gladys stared at him in shock with mouth agape then took to her feet.  “What?” she barked, offended.He remained at the other end of the living room, as if he preferred to stay as far away from her as possible.  “Rachel and Brad left you with the responsibility of taking care of Tashia and you accepted it.  Not one of us was happy that she would stay with you.”  Tashia gulped, probably unaware that they had felt that way.  “But that was because we wanted her with us.”“What Micah is saying,” Olivia interjected, “is that you’re an aunt to Tashia just like Kyana and I are.  So we don’t get why you would let a 17-year-old girl who just lost her parents get married without at the very least consulting the rest of us.”“What I’m saying,” he articulated, “is that you’re not really family at all.”“Micah,” David and Olivia warned.Having apparently changed his mind about his position, he stood a few feet in front of Gladys. “I was talking,” he declared and put his hand behind him where they were seated to shut off any further comments.  Totally out of character for how he had ever treated his brother or his wife.  “You proved it by your actions.  If having Tashia stay with you was getting too much for your social life, why didn’t you let us know instead of pawning her off to this 20-something-year-old kid she just met?”Gladys crossed her arms tightly across her chest.  “I am her aunt,” she demanded.  “And as for this ‘kid,’ I checked him out extremely well.  He comes from a very good family.”“You mean rich,” Micah retorted.“Well, yes, they’re pretty well off.  He’s very educated.  He treats her well.  I was there the night they met, for crying out loud.”  And when Micah asked how long ago that was, she hemmed and hawed a few seconds before barely voicing, “Well...several months ago.”He squinted at her.  Tashia had, of course, shared with Ebony that she had met this great guy so when her cousin discovered with the rest of them that she was married, Ebony let them know that they had been dating from early September.  It was now March.  So the time factor was no longer news to anyone.  All just had held out hope that Ebony was somehow mistaken.“So you really think Tashia was of the mind to be able to make one of the most important decisions of her life?” he asked, incredulous.“Tashia is a very mature young lady.  She’s had some great insight when it’s come to my gentleman friends.”Micah continued to squint and stuck his neck out at her.  “She is a complete idiot,” he uttered, as if to himself.  “Just because you’ve screwed up your life with every single jerk you’ve chosen to deal with doesn’t mean you had to offer Tashia the same.”  One could feel the silent internal gasps from all in the room.  Everyone except Micah who obviously was oblivious to anyone other than his nemesis and him.  His children, niece, and nephews had crowded in to the living room’s entrance.  All remained as statues in reaction to his last remark.  Gladys sunk in her seat at those words, as if all the wind had gone of her sails.  Micah could not know it but she had just faced the most traumatic break-up ever.“Are you saying I don’t love Tashia enough to protect her?” she whispered in a voice the others could barely hear as she looked up at him with tears in her eyes.“Bingo!  Unless you are really as stupid as you’re showing yourself to be right now, there is no other choice.”  Micah had gone over it in his mind.  The woman was always getting some degree or other, winning awards for her work.  Her brain worked when it came to statistics, research data, and all that jazz.  “You’re just a complete imbecile when it comes to relationships.”  Ding, ding, ding.  Someone had to stop him.  But no one knew what would be the best maneuver.  He did not shout.  His voice was spookily quiet and his stance seriously intimidating as he looked down at her.“So either you’re so clueless that you have no earthly idea that no matter how mature Tashia is, it is the most ridiculous idea in the world to permit a girl who just lost her parents to make a decision like this, or you just don’t love her enough to make sure she doesn’t follow the jagged path you have.”  He stared at her.  “Or something of both.“Rachel and Brad entrusted their only child to your care and you blew it, sister.”  He chuckled with no humor emitting from his face. “I sure hope he is good to her.”  He stooped down until his face was centimeters away from hers.  “Because if I find out that one thing,” he expressed while shoving one finger in her face, “just one thing meets with my displeasure, Gladys, I’m holding you personally responsible.”She smiled nervously at him.  “But Micah, they’re such sweet kids and you really have nothing to worry about.” She paused only for a second then added with a rapid head nod, “They really are in love.”Micah stood to his feet and threw his hands in the air.  He looked at her not once more that night but began pacing Tashia’s floor.  The others tried to reason with Gladys while Micah made comments that probably should have stayed in his head.“Unbelievable, senseless, dumb broad.”“It’s so good she’s a woman. If she were a man, it would be a TKO.  She’d be down cold.”“She has the absolute gall to treat Rachel and Brad’s daughter like this and then to say, ‘They’re so in love’,” he mocked.“I can’t believe it.  She’s really is a 100% certifiable idiot.”And on and on he went.Uncle David had left his spot at the kitchen’s entrance and play-acted Uncle Micah’s role while Aunt Kyana and Aunt Olivia narrated the rest of the scene.  They could not even remember the half of the darts he had thrown at Aunt Gladys.  But she had recovered.  She even apologized for not telling them.“I’m really sorry for not telling you...” Tashia stopped when she saw Uncle Micah shaking his head.  “No one was ever angry with you,” he assured.Tony received another text.  He jumped to his feet.  “I gotta run.”  He rubbed the top of Tashia’s head.  He looked at her a moment and said, “See what I mean? Twenty-years then boom,” he expressed with his hands going up like a bomb.  “Scary.”Uncle Micah chuckled but admitted that was a scene in his life he would happily forget.  Tony promised to try to get back Sunday before their departure.  Then he was gone.Tashia listened to the rumble of the car engine and wondered if her uncle could have been more on target than he realized.  She knew Aunt Gladys had meant no harm and she put no blame at her feet.  But she had been a completely vulnerable 17-year-old girl.  Before her parents’ death, she had no intention of getting involved with anyone until after she finished her studies.  While her rigid stance might not have been the best, the rapid switch left her with no choice but to assume that what she had read in her journal was true.  She had longed for some relief from her mourning.  Tony temporarily lessened the pain only to replace it with one she could hardly bear.  She had been in the perfect position to fall hard and boy, did she plummet.  Now she had to wonder if she could ever get up and if there was any hope for life in their marriage.The rest of the weekend was filled with fun, fun, fun.  Although the five ventured out to a few places, including the church Tashia had truly come to love, much of their time was spent at home just cooking, eating, laughing, playing games, and catching up on each other’s lives.  This was the type of therapy Tashia needed.  Her aunts and uncles danced with one another.  Her uncles danced with her, which served to remind her again of that special Father-Daughter Dance when girls asked Uncle Micah if he’d danced with them.  “I’m sorry.  I’ve saved all my dances for my niece.”Her aunts and uncles danced with one another.  Her uncles danced with her, which served to remind her again of that special Father-Daughter Dance when girls asked Uncle Micah if he’d dance with them.  “I’m sorry.  I’ve saved all my dances for my niece.”  His style was smooth and cool just like him. And reminded her of the many times when she was still little enough for Uncle David to pick her up and swing her around while he sang to the music.  Uncle David.  The one she had proposed to when she was 7.  The one who helped her get back her voice.When Tashia was three, she suddenly lost her ability to speak.  She did not remember the moment of loss, but for the next two years, she saw the results with her parents’, grandparents’, aunts’, and uncles’ persistent sadness.  It was not that they seemed to be sad in their general lives but something appeared to change in them when she fell silent.  Her father kept taking her to different people who she surmised were doctors to try to help her.  She would often hear hushed conversations as different family members spoke about her.  There was a short time of about a week when she stayed with her Uncle Micah, Aunt Olivia, and their boys.  Although her mother was much better, she overheard their reluctance in letting her go followed by gradual acceptance. Uncle Micah encouraged them because he knew they needed a break sometimes and he wished they were to take them up on their repeated offer more often.  Tashia did not feel like a burden with these words.  Instead she felt loved, as if so many were willing to care for her.  Besides, even as young as she was, she realized that her state must have been much to bear for the family.It was through her frequent visits with Uncle David and Aunt Kyana that she found her voice, however.  Both or one would pick her up regularly even if to go out for a few hours to a playground or to a restaurant, sometimes with the children and often without.  She had a very special lunch with Uncle David on her grandpop’s ship once.  He spoke gently in his deep quiet voice, inviting her into conversation but never pressing.  He never seemed ill at ease with her quietness.  He was so kind, and she really wanted to speak to him.  She just did not know how.  Each time she would promise herself that she would try hard enough so that the words would come, but they never did.She was met with the same predicament one early spring afternoon when they sat on the garden ground, him telling her the names of the flowers, something she saw that he had no knowledge of personally because he kept looking at a paper with her aunt’s writing on it.  Unknown to her family members but suspected by her Aunt Kyana with her occasional complying with pointing at words on a page, Tashia was beginning to learn how to read at five years of age.  “Flowers,” she said, as she pointed her tiny finger at the word on the top of the page.  Uncle David dropped the paper and stared at her with the widest eyes and mouth she had ever seen.  She could practically see down his throat.  She stared at him in just as much surprise before smiling and remarking, “You have a handsome mouth.  No silver things in your teeth or anything.”  He yelled for Aunt Kyana to come out of the house, and she bolted down the steps.  The three of them sat in the yard with Tashia eagerly chatting.  She had not been quiet since, but they never seemed to mind.And Uncle David still didn’t seem to mind her chatter.  None of them did.  New treasured memories were being formed by this visit that she hoped would never leave her.  Even so, somehow, as much as she was enjoying being with her family and did not relish their departure and the return to the life she had been living, something in her missed Tony terribly.  It was as if there were a hole with him not being there; although she knew he would not really fill if it he were.  She was also pretty sure that the pangs she had for him to be with her were not shared by him for her.  He had not telephoned once since he left and she was somewhat embarrassed.  She did bring up casually Saturday night that she wondered why he hadn’t called.“He probably doesn’t want to interrupt your time,” Uncle David offered and it was obvious to her that this question had not been on anyone’s mind except hers.  Maybe he was right.  After all, Tony had been kind enough to arrange everything.  But her heart spoke differently.  And when her uncles went out for a while Saturday evening to catch up with old friends and she sat with her aunts cross-legged on the library’s floor dressed in pajamas, she had to wonder where Tony was at that moment and how things would be when he returned.“Tashia, you said you were going to let me in on why you were kind of down,” Aunt Kyana reminded her.  When both of her aunts commented that the reason did not seem to have much to do with her memory loss, Tashia told them that it did bother her that she could not remember so much of her life.“Yeah, but, I don’t know.”  Aunt Olivia searched her eyes with a small frown cast on her face.  “It’s not like you have to be fixated on it, but the only time you’ve mentioned your memory loss has been something incidental to a conversation.  It’s like you don’t want to remember.”Tashia sat there pensively.  In a sense, Aunt Olivia was right.  There was a big part of her that needed to know what had gone on those last years, especially because something apparently extraordinarily important had occurred in that time related to her father.  If for no other reason than unraveling the mystery surrounding her dad, it was a necessity that her past be revealed to her.  Yet when Uncle David had a heart-to-heart with her that very afternoon of the mental, emotional, and spiritual battle he had gone through, all the pain he had for not being able to recall his life, she listened with much compassion but with drastically limited recognition of the same in her.  Their circumstances were not the same, of course, because she did know who she and many in her life were.  But there was this invisible wall that she was scaling as if it were just a small hill.  The journaling, the counseling, the visit to Aunt Gladys to try to see if there were anything in her boxes, all that was wonderful but sitting here listening to her aunts’ observations, she realized for the first time that she had not put a great effort into discovering what was hidden.  Tony had been the one reviewing files.  She was not.Tashia chose not to share with her family about the incidents when she felt she was being followed because even she had doubts about her perceptions.  And she would not tell them of any investigation related to her father because she would do nothing to put them in potential danger.  They were aware of her adventure in the Potomac because Tony had relayed this to them when he found out she was in Indiana.  Naturally, they suspected that Tashia had not decided to go out for a little night kayak fun with friends and had to wonder if someone had tried to harm her. Yet all remained a mystery because the police had found no evidence of anything at all and once she got back into town, she insisted that Tony not pursue any further research.  Funny that she had been so fearful of pressing any issue with him but something served to override this fear when it came to that matter.“If I’m trying to block something, I don’t know what it is,” she whispered.  That was obvious, and she saw in their visages that her aunts shared the same concern. Or maybe theirs was more profound; perhaps they wondered about why she would evade her past even more than what she was avoiding.  “Something that really bothers me is that I can’t remember Tony”.“That must be really hard,” Aunt Kyana communicated with much empathy.  This conversation was not new to them, but Aunt Olivia never had specifically asked her how it was living with him, which she did now.“It’s...well, it’s weird.”  Tashia shifted uncomfortably then let out a heavy shaken breath.  They both moved closer to her.“Shi Shi, what’s wrong?” they asked in unison.  Tashia debated how much she should let them in on, particularly given her reported history of divulging too much information.  But these two ladies cared about Tony and she had confidence that they would have no issue enlightening her if her view of things was wrong.  Still, she would not mention Valerie, the woman with whom Tony had almost had an affair.  Even they probably could not maintain sound judgment with that piece of information.Tashia brought her knees toward her chest and hugged them.  “I know it might be hard for you to relate, but I just feel so out of place here.”  When they asked her to elaborate, she explained that she could not manage to wrap her mind around how someone like Tony would have married someone like her.When he first told her that he had been attracted to her mind and her looks, she just found this hilarious.  The guy had to have been running some type of game on her.  Of course there was a possibility that he enjoyed her intellect even though she had certain doubts about that.  But her looks? Oh, come on.  That was funny.  At least it was until the lunch with her mother-in-law when the woman went on and on about Tony’s model/engineer ex-fiancée.  Then all humor fell out of the situation.“Why would she do that?” Aunt Kyana asked, irritated.  “Was she trying to hurt you?”“No.  She’s a real sweet lady.  I think it just didn’t occur to her how it would affect me.”“Clueless,” Aunt Olivia concluded.“Well,” Tashia admitted, “she kind of is.”“So is that the cause for the make-over?  You do look real cute.”  Aunt Kyana eagerly agreed.Tony laughed when he first saw the haircut Nuli’s cousin had given Tashia.  They were Nigerian and lots of women went to her salon for braids.  Tashia felt about as much home there as she had when she first entered the place where she was now living.  She had not been in a beauty salon one day in her life.  But the results made her think it was well worth it.  The tight curls plus the bit of makeup Stephanie applied to her face made her look a tiny bit older and a lot more attractive.  She greeted Tony nervously when he returned home, but all he could chuckle out was, “What’s this?  What have you done?”  When she said she thought she’d make a change, he just shrugged his shoulders and said there was no need.  “Oh well,” he concluded, “it will grow back.”  He kept looking oddly at her face throughout the evening, so she chucked the cosmetics in the trash before she went to bed.Still, she had been sure she was going to keep the curls.  Stephanie let her borrow one of her curling irons and now Tashia thought she knew why she did not encourage her to invest in one.  After two days of trying to manage the thing, she just gave up on the tiny curls and landed on a sleeker look.  Tashia could not be bothered with so much effort, especially if it was not even appreciated.“You don’t want to put all that heat on your hair anyway,” Aunt Kyana suggested.“That’s easy for you to say and that’s what I mean.” Her aunt frowned in question.  “You have your long natural curls.  Aunt Olivia has her super-long waves.  Anyone who looks at you, Aunt Olivia,” she said, directing her attention to her, “just can’t believe how physically beautiful you are.”  Her aunt scrunched up her face and reminded her of the extra pounds she had gained, a comment Tashia dismissed with a wave of the hand.  “Tony’s ex-fiancée had a face like yours and a figure like Aunt Kyana’s.  Well, not quite as nice.  But look at Aunt Kyana.”  Aunt Olivia did and commented that she was a very pretty woman.  “Yes,” Tashia agreed, “very pretty.  And the more you look at her the more you say, ‘My goodness, she’s really very pretty’.” “It’s a deep beauty.”  Tashia nodded.  “I don’t understand though.  You’re a good-looking girl...I mean, woman, Tashia and none of these things seemed to ever make a difference to you before.”“They didn’t.  Not one bit.  I don’t have to be the beauty queen or anything close.  I can have an artful admiration of what God has made without having to be a participant in it.  I don’t even want to think about getting dressed up or fixed up.  But then I find out I’m married to this guy who had a whole bunch of girlfriends.”  She started slowly rocking back and forth.  “They were all gorgeous.  And the last one was the most beautiful of all.”“But Shi Shi,” Aunt Kyana protested, “I know you don’t remember but nothing like this seemed to be a problem for you this whole time you and Tony have been married.  I’ve never seen you insecure about something like this.”“I know.  It’s frivolous.  I’m kinda ashamed to be so fixated on something so superficial but the thing is, you’re right. I don’t remember how it was with us.  I wasn’t there when we first met.”  The two giggled and she joined them when she noted the strange sound of her words.  They knew what she meant.  “And that’s what I was saying.  I know that the two of you can’t really understand how it is to question your husband’s feelings for you.”Aunt Olivia blurted out a chuckle.  “What would ever make you think that?”  Aunt Kyana joined her in laughter and concurred.Aunt Olivia confessed that while it cropped up from time to time, that was not as much of a question once she got married, “but it was a nearly constant struggle to have confidence in Micah’s love for me before then.”“But it’s so obvious he adores you.  And I’ve never seen a couple as close as Uncle David and Aunt Kyana.  Maybe not even Grandpop and Grandma.”Aunt Kyana was staring at the floor as if she was deep in thought and Aunt Olivia asked her what was wrong.  She shook off her thoughts with a sigh.  “Nothing really.  Go on with what you were saying Tashia.”“I really didn’t have anything else to say.  What were you thinking?”She gave her soft smile.  “This is about you.  Not me.”Yes, and Tashia, of course, wanted to know if her thoughts might help her.  Finally, Aunt Kyana let her in on a part of her past when all she did was doubt Uncle David’s love.  Tashia gasped.  There could be no way.  Absolutely no way.  She asked her if this was pre-marriage like it had been with Aunt Olivia.“Well, no...well, yes.”  Aunt Olivia smirked and Aunt Kyana laughed at her apparent contradiction.  “There was that married ex-girlfriend of his at his apartment one early morning the very same week he told me for the first time he loved me.”“Kyana,” Olivia remarked, rolling onto her stomach and propping her chin in her hands with an extra sparkle of excitement in her eyes, “girl, you never told me that.”She chuckled and explained, “That’s because I haven’t thought about it in years.”  Tashia, who was 110% convinced of her uncle’s loyalty to Aunt Kyana, was sure that there was a reasonable explanation to the lady’s visit.  “It’s not so much the reason he gave me that has caused me not to think about it but who he proved himself to be as a person.”  She sat there with arms snugly crossed across her chest with a peaceful smile as she probably thought of just that.  Who Uncle David was as a person. “But,” she stressed, “family life brought some real challenges to our marriage.  You would’ve thought that after we’d been virtually snatched away from one another then finally reunited that we would always have unending appreciation for one another.  And we did appreciate each other,” she added with a definite head nod.  “We were just exhausted and didn’t show it so much.”Life was better than expected when it was just David, Kyana, and their little girl, Ebony.  Then Maaceo and Ilino came two years later.  Ilino was autistic and his twin brother did not appreciate the lack of attention he inevitably received when Ilino had outbursts...Every.  Single.  Day.  It was not until he was 5 that he was diagnosed, but Kyana knew.  All her experience with autistic children almost seemed pointless when she just could not figure out how to calm her own son.  Then she and David made what most who had the nerve to share their opinion thought was the craziest decision.  They had one more baby.So here David was sometimes away from home for 10 hours a day working while she could barely make it out of the house with a 5-year-old daughter, 3-year-old twins, and an 8-month old nursing baby.  They were both so tired that David’s hugs began to feel obligatory to her.  Looking back, she realized that maybe hers felt the same to him.  They had been best friends.  They would talk for hours on end.  Now they barely could spark up the energy to carry on a ten-minute conversation.And the talk was almost always about the children or about David’s dental practice.David, who was not quite as exhausted as Kyana, often found his words falling on deaf ears with his wife having fallen asleep in the middle of their conversation.  When he got home from work, he would enlist little Ebony’s help so they could spend time together and do everything he could to take over the care of their children.  But Kyana’s body just could not take it anymore and one day she became so dizzy that she could barely leave the bed.  David did not go to the office that day. and T the dental hygienist thatwho worked with him brought files to him, so he could do some work from home.Kyana had seen her before.  Twenty-seven year old woman, more than a decade Kyana’s junior, with the loveliest face.  This time while she reclined on the living room’s couch with a perfect view of the two of them joking and discussing work matters, however, she saw something new in the woman.  She was in love with her husband.  When she brought it up to David, he thought maybe a fever had gotten to her.  Nina was engaged.  He had never heard anything crazier.But Kyana knew she wasn’t crazy.  She was in full reign of her faculties and knew she was not mistaken.  Her emotions, on the other hand, were another story.  She was losing control of how she dealt with her husband.  She wasn’t the type to snap and she regretted how short she had become with him.  It was as if she were becoming another person.  One she did not like at all. The stress was overcoming her.March 23.  That was a date she would never forget.  Ebony covered with throw-up, the baby crying, not one but each of the twins totally losing it.  Kyana on the floor with the kids and David scrambling to help.  “Just go, David!  Just go!” His look of shock and panic.  She could see his mind racing, but he really did need to go.  He had a patient slotted for dental surgery at 8 and he would barely make it to the office as it was.“Kyana,” he pleaded, “let me just try to help you.”“I don’t need your help.  Go.”  She turned her back on him so he wouldn’t see her flurry of tears and prayed silently while she took care of their children.  The door closed, the engine turned over, and he was gone.Uncle David and Uncle Micah had returned by this point in the story.  The latter was in the kitchen fixing something to eat because –as they later found out from him—that was “the most incredibly disgusting meal I’ve ever tasted and he’s supposed to be a friend.” Uncle David sat on the floor next to Aunt Kyana and put his arm around her.“I did my job fine, but I was pretty much in shock the whole day.  I did at least get to talk to her a moment and find out that Ebony was all right.”Nina and David wound up eating lunch in the office.  They kidded around as they always did while they discussed work and other matters.  But there were more periods of laughter that day.  Something that helped get his mind off how abruptly Kyana had hung up the phone when he called.  Nina was such a nice young lady.  He could not fathom why her ex-fiancé would have cheated on her.  He missed Kyana.  She used to show appreciation for him the way Nina did.  He knew she was under incredible stress but it wounded him to his deepest core that he seemed to be losing his wife.They were about to close up for the evening.  It was around 6:30 and Nina needed to talk to him.  They stood in the waiting room area and he wondered at her face flushing.“Nina, are you all right?” he asked with concern.“Um...Dr. David.  David, I don’t know how but I have to tell you something.”  Oh no.  She wasn’t going to be able to work there any longer.  “It’s just that I see that you’re so sad.”  David frowned slightly.  He had not realized that anyone had noticed.  “I-I-I don’t like seeing you that way.”He smiled a bit.  “Nina, thank you for your concern but—”“No.  It’s more than concern.”  She took an incredibly deep breath and fell into his chest.  She clenched his shoulders and blurted out, “I love you, David.”He stood there, eyes expanded and mouth dropped, for a few seconds before nearly shoving her away from him.  “What?!?”“I love you,” she said through choked voice.  “I-I would never have thought I would be saying something like this, but it’s true.”“And what do you expect me to do with that?  I’m married!  Why would you do this?”“I know you are.”  Her voice was shaking now.  “It’s not like me...this isn’t like me, but I love you so much it hurts.”He stared at her with fire blazing from his eyes as she began to take steps toward him and thrust both hands forward to prevent her continued short trek.  “You love me?  No, you don’t!”  She nodded her head rapidly and began to verbally protest but he would not let her continue.  “You’re supposed to be my sister in Christ, Nina!  You just went through this with your fiancé.  If you loved me, you would have never opened your mouth.“How is this supposed to help me?  I’m married to Kyana.”“But she doesn’t treat you right, David!”  He did a complete 360-degree spin, rubbed his hand hastily over his hair, and then covered his open mouth to prevent the heated angry words that wanted to explode out of it.He did not know what she was saying but he interrupted and yelled at her, “I don’t care if Kyana is a monster.  She would be my monster!”  He thumped his chest hard upon shouting those last words.  “Let me make it crystal clear for you, Nina.  She’s the only one I will ever want and I’m never leaving her!” At that moment, Nina swung around and they both realized someone was standing just inside the clinic’s entrance at the door.  He had not even heard the floor bell.  It was Kyana.“He called you his monster?” Tashia whispered in awe.  “Aw, that’s the sweetest thing I’ve ever heard.”Aunt Kyana snuggled into her husband’s shoulder.  The sentiment was unanimous among the women, but Uncle Micah, who had joined them commented, “Okay, you all are just weird.”“Kyana had come over with a meal.  Micah and Olivia took the children in for the night.”  He smiled gratefully at them.  “She was just standing there, so beautiful, with tears in her eyes.”And there was the other woman crying.  “Oh, ex-excuse me.  I’m sorry,” she said as she rushed past Kyana into the night.“Kyana, what are you doing here?” David asked as his wife stood in front of him.“I thought you might have been getting hungry,” she replied with her soft voice.  She let him know where Ebony and her brothers were.He placed the food down on the reception counter and rubbed his full hand across her face and along her hair as his gaze remained glued to the beautiful ebony doe eyes.  “I’m so sorry, David.”  He shook his head.  She reached up to place her delicate hand on his jaw. “I want the old Kyana back.  I never want to treat you like I have been again.”He reached down and kissed her.  And kissed her and kissed her.  Then they heard the bell.  Nina had forgotten her purse in a back office.  He rushed back to retrieve the bag for her.  When he returned, her eyes were fastened to the floor.  He knew Kyana had not spoken a word to her.  She took her belongings quickly from him, whispered her apology, and assured him that she knew her return was not welcome.  Then she was really gone.“I never had one thought that David would physically cheat on me, but I wasn’t sure where his heart was any longer.”“I really laid into Nina that night but part of it was because I was so angry at myself.  It wasn’t as if I had any real feelings for her.  I hadn’t even seen it until the moment when she approached me, but I realized that if I kept comparing Kyana to her in my mind, I could have taken us down a very painful road.  Kyana is right.  I would not have touched her.  It was only Kyana who I wanted, but if there were any chance I could have displaced my feelings for my wife on another woman because of how lonely I was, how much I missed Kyana...”  He sat there with lips slightly parted for a few seconds as he seemed to be trying to piece together his thoughts.  “It was stupid of me and I’m so glad God protected us.”Everyone sat there silently for several moments as they considered this.  “So...,” Uncle Micah broke the silence, “why are we talking about this anyway?”They all laughed at him, and Aunt Olivia rolled her eyes.  “Never mind, Micah.”“Just girl talk,” Aunt Kyana answered.  The men figured then it was time for them to leave.  There was no need.  They all went to bed shortly thereafter.As Tashia hugged her pillow to her chest that night, she thought about her aunt and uncle’s story.  Tony might have been an emotionally absent husband but maybe he was like Uncle David in one way.  He had admitted to her what went on with Valerie, so maybe he would not stray.  She closed her eyes with a prayer.  “Oh Lord, help me to know my husband and him to come to love me half as much as I now love him.”Chapter XVIThe time that her family spent with her really provided some nourishment to Tashia’s beaten spirit.  She missed them terribly when they left, but the fruits of their visit with their wisdom gave her much strength.Still, after a few months of the same with Tony, she felt that she could barely hang on.  Just when she hit her limit, God would make the cord a little stronger.  Or maybe it was the grasp of His hand on hers that was firmer.  Nonetheless, she could not fathom why she was increasingly drawn to a man who barely acknowledged her presence.  No, that was only partially correct.  They did have conversation from time to time but nothing deeper than what she would have with the cashier at the market.  And then would come the long periods of virtual silence.  Days.  Sometimes weeks.While battling the emotional turmoil, Tashia tried to build up the resolve to do just what her aunts had noted she was avoiding.  Try to delve more earnestly into her past.  More so into her father’s.  But that would probably mean she’d need Tony and it was going to take her some time to get up the nerve to ask him for anything.Little did she know, Tony did not need to be asked.  Although both he and Tashia had insisted that Stephanie not get further involved in matters concerning Tashia’s past, he found himself needing her help.One night in the middle of March, without Tashia’s knowledge, Stephanie met him at the central Department of Defense location in Arlington, Virginia.  Tashia did know he would be late, but she had no idea what he was plotting.  She was huddled alone in her bed, the wind was screeching, and the rain was brutally pulsating against her bedroom window.  The lights kept flickering on and off, as she tried to read one of her books for therapy in order to keep her mind off of things.  It was not working.In the meantime, Stephanie and Tony sat in the dark in his father’s office feverishly trying to get into the files of five men without anyone finding out.  Oslo, Higgins, Myers, Langley, and Secretary of Defense Wiles.  There had evidently been more safeguards added because Stephanie had not had nearly the trouble they were having now when she tried this several months earlier.  It had taken her about an hour, and this was taking hours.  It was now 10:00.Tashia grabbed the cordless off of the night table and called Tony’s office.  There was no answer.  She called time and time again, leaving message after repeated message.  He did not respond to any call or text she placed to his cell.  She called his parents and everyone who came to mind.  He was never this late. The wind and rains raged as the howling of wild wolves.  An ear-splitting crack of what she imagined was a tree trunk sent her dashing to the window.  No tree seemed to be displaced, but large branches flew by with the terrifying gusts.  “Where are you, Tony?!”  She could barely see with the floods of rain that seemed to be raging from the heavens, but one image flowed before her.  “Please God.  Don’t let it happen to him, too,” she begged.Finally.  “Stephanie, you’re brilliant,” Tony whispered.  Upon hearing whistling in the hallway, they rapidly closed down the screen and hid pressed against one another under his desk.  Someone checked door after door down the long hallway until he paused at the one shielding them from the world.  The whistling stopped momentarily and then he continued with his business.  When they heard the sound indicating the elevator had arrived on that floor and heard him enter, they came out from their hiding place.  Tony let out a long, heavy breath and looked at Stephanie, who stared back at him wide-eyed.  He forced a nonchalant tone, as he whispered, “It’s okay.  It was just security.”  Yet, he was shaking inside.Tony figured the disguise must have worked when she nodded and reopened the computer.  It took about 15 minutes, but she was amazing.  He could have never remembered all they did to get access to Oslo’s file.  They transferred everything onto a portable drive.  The rest followed with ease.  They were just starting with the Secretary of Defense’s when an alarm sounded.  Lights were flashing on the computer.  There was a message, but there was no time to read it.  The alarm from the computer had apparently triggered those in the building.  Stephanie tried to hurriedly close out what they had retrieved and pull up the previous files Tony’s father had accessed so there would only be a record of those.  Amazingly, she managed, but they now heard what sounded like a militia charging down the long, long hall.“Quick!” she commanded.  “Unbutton your shirt!”He did not know what she was thinking, but he complied.  In a flash, she rapidly unzipped his pants, smeared her lipstick on his lips, took off her pantyhose and shoes, arranged her blouse so a couple of the buttons did not match the holes and so it was mostly not tucked in, and shook her hair so that it was as disheveled as possible.The door opened, and bright flashlights shone into the room.  They automatically shielded their eyes.  Tony glanced at the computer.  It had not shut down, and there was still that blasted message on it.  Three officers and four men in suits charged into the room.  “What are you doing in here?!” one shouted.They stood there dumbly, as two security officers grabbed them.  One man, who Tony now recognized as Oslo from photos he had seen, sat down at the desk.  “Aren’t you Gerard’s boy?” he sneered.“Yes, sir.”“It seems you’ve been messing around in here.”  He glowered at Stephanie, but then pointed to the computer.  Now that the glare from the flashlights was gone and he had time to look, Tony read the message.  “Did you try to illegally access your father’s computer with an invalid password?  You should know better.”“No, sir.  I mean, yes, I know the alarm would go off if I tried that, sir, but I would have never tried to do that sir.”  Stephanie had not said a word.  Right then, he loved her so much.  Not romantically but as the truest friend.  She had made it look like an invalid password was the cause for the alarm sounding, when she had managed to override the password hours before.  “We were, um...I don’t know if my father’s computer was on when we got in here or not,” he explained in truth, as the fright of the moment clouded his memory, “but we must have triggered something accidentally.”“I don’t know your father very well, but I don’t think he would approve of your conduct tonight.”“I’m sure he wouldn’t.  It won’t ever happen again.”“And what is your name, young lady?”“Can’t we just save the lady’s dignity, sir?”“You mean, what’s left of it,” he said and once again glared at her with his icy dark steel gray eyes brooding under his furry gray eyebrows.  The light from the screen reflecting off his strikingly white skin produced a ghost-like image.“I’m very sorry,” Tony offered.  “It was a total lapse of judgment, and it will never happen again.”Oslo stood now.  He looked as if he were about seven feet tall.  “I see that you’re married.”“Yes sir.”“How would your wife feel if she knew about this?”  Tony did not answer.  She was going to find out that very night.  He got right in his face.  “Don’t ever let this happen again.”“No, sir.  I won’t, sir.”They were escorted out of the building and to their cars, barely able to gather their things.  Tony had no idea where Stephanie had parked.  He asked if he could go along with her and her escorts to make sure she made it to her car safely, but he was refused.  When his guides left him, he started driving toward the highway and called her.  She had not moved yet.“I-I-I’m trying to put on my pantyhose and shoes.  I had to walk barefoot in the rain.”  He could hear her teeth chattering.  “I got—”“Do you think you could meet me?  Do you think you can drive?”He hoped she understood that he did not think they should be talking freely now.  Tony started to recant his feelings of paranoia but then decided to go with them.  “I don’t think I can make it very far.”“Okay,” he said with the knowledge that her mother’s house was definitely out of the question.  “How about the Sheraton in Crystal City?”  She said she could do that.  That was fairly close.Oddly, since it was something he so rarely did, he started praying the whole way going back to Arlington and driving to the hotel that Stephanie would be all right.  He prayed no one was following her and no one had overheard their phone conversation.  Tony’s hands shook on the steering wheel of their own volition as he thought of the trouble that could await them.  He did not know if they even had enough time to finish copying the Secretary of Defense’s file.  Even if they did, they had not retrieved Stephanie’s drive.  He wondered if his father would find out what had occurred.  He had been trying to keep him out of all of this but saw that he might not be able to do so any longer.Stephanie’s text had said she was in room 502.  He did not even bother with the elevator but bolted up the stairs.Once he reached her door, he could barely hear her asking, “Who is it?”“It’s Tony,” he returned with an urgent whisper.Stephanie slowly opened the door, her left eye his only view of her.  When she saw it was he, she removed the chain.  Almost as soon as he turned around from locking the door and replacing the chain on it, he jumped back.  She had a large pair of scissors drawn as if she was ready to attack someone.  “Where did you get those?” he asked with small quiver to his voice.“From my office.  I had them in my purse just in case something happened on my way coming to see you or leaving from there.”“Wow, Steph.  I didn’t know you had it in you.”“Neither did I.”  She was shaking violently.  He hugged her tightly and tried to warm her.  Tony wrinkled his nose, as the distinct smell reached it.  “I am so embarrassed.  I urinated all over myself.  I know you can smell it.”“It’s okay.  I was too scared to pee.”She laughed softly and walked to the other side of the room.  “That makes me feel better.”  Much unlike their previous setting, every light was on in this room.  The blinds, however, were tightly shut, and the curtains looked like they were knitted together.  They stood across from one another at the desk.  “I called Anuli.  He’s going to call Tashia.”“Oh no.  She must be worried out of her mind.”  He instinctively looked down at his watch but then remembered he’d left it at home by mistake.“It’s 11:15.”Tashia clutched the covers to her.  Aunt Gladys spoke to her through the speaker phone and tried to calm her.  When Anuli called earlier, she was only somewhat relieved.  He had told her that Stephanie and Tony had just finished at work.  But she had to wonder why and felt much trepidation when the thought ran through her head that it might have had to do with the documents. With how Tony had been so absent from her, if he were the only one working that late, that particular thought would not have entered her mind.  However, Stephanie being with him colored things quite differently.  She could tell from Anuli’s voice that something was wrong, but she couldn’t get him to tell her what it was.  And while she shivered in her bed and listened to Aunt Gladys’ voice with the violent weather as a background, the recurrent fear that the night would prove a repeat of what occurred with her parents more than a decade earlier is what accompanied her.“Do you want me to come over?”“No, Aunt Gladys.  I don’t want the same thing happening to you that happened to Mom and Dad!”“Just because it’s raining doesn’t mean something bad will happen.”“Just keep talking to me.”  The thunder rumbled and Tashia let out a scream so piercing in its effect that she even scared herself.  “I’m sorry.  I’m so sorry,” she cried.“I know honey.  Let’s just keep talking and praying.”“How did you get that?” Tony asked, as he stared in amazement at the portable drive Stephanie had placed in his hand.“They all went toward you first, and I got it then.  I don’t see how they didn’t notice, but I thank God they didn’t.”“Stephanie, you have to be the gutsiest person I know.”“I’m also the most scared person you know.  Do you think we were followed?”“I don’t know.  I’m going to take you home.”“You want me to leave my car here?”“I don’t think we have a choice.  You shouldn’t be driving in this weather.”“But what if someone is following us?  What sense would it make for my boyfriend to drive me home to my husband?”He thought about that for a minute.  “No.  You, Anuli, and I are friends.  It makes perfect sense if we were working together, which you and I have done before.  Besides, I can’t have you driving out there alone.”“Maybe you can drive behind me.  If not, you would have to take me to work tomorrow, too.”  Tony found that to be no problem.  “I’m just scared of how odd that would look.”“I know, but I don’t think anyone is watching us,” he said, failing terribly at convincing even himself.“How do you know?  Come on.  We practically broke national security tonight.”“I don’t know about all of that.”“You don’t know that no one is watching either,” Stephanie protested.He had to concede that he did not.  It took some time, but she finally convinced him to just follow her.  Actually, he was not convinced, but he did it anyway.  She got home safe and sound.  He would look at the files when he got home after checking on Tashia.When Tony arrived at home, all the lights were off in the house, including the one in Tashia’s bedroom.  He knocked on the door softly, but there was no answer.  He figured she must have been sleeping, so he went in the basement into his office and clicked on his computer to try to see what he could find.Tashia sat curled in a ball near the bathroom sink with the fan running to avoid continuing hearing the thunder or seeing the peals of lightning.  The light was on in there, but it kept flickering.  Her godmother’s husband, Roger, had taken an emergency call, but Aunt Gladys promised her she would call her back as soon as possible.  She waited in terror, nearly certain she would be left alone again.  The fan was not loud enough.  It sounded as if the sky were breaking in half.  “Please, Lord, will I ever see Tony again?  Please bring him back home.”And Tashia had no idea what had happened with her godmother.  The little clock in the bathroom indicated that it was 1:30.  The call had come in over an hour ago.  At the moment she placed her hand on the telephone, the lights went out.  The phone was dead!  The fan was off!  The thunder kept crackling!  Time kept passing!  ‘Oh, God, where is everyone?!’She jumped at the sound of the telephone ring, and she picked up almost instantaneously.  The lights and fan were back on.  Before she could retrieve her power of speech, she heard the bass of a man’s voice on the other end, and her heart halted...then it leapt with relieved joy.  “I think she’s asleep Gladys.”“No, I’m not!  Tony, are you home?!”  She knew the question was absurd, but she did not care.“Tashia?!  I’ll be right upstairs.”  She hung up without even saying anything to Gladys.  She picked back up, but there was only a dial tone.  She would understand.She ran and opened the bathroom door.  He was standing right there holding an unlit candle, and she fell into his arms.  “I’m so sorry.  I’m so sorry, Tashia,” he kept repeating, as he held her securely.  “I thought you were asleep.  I know how this weather shakes you.”  She quivered uncontrollably in his arms.  Her legs collapsed under her.  And as he had done months earlier when she injured her back, Tony lifted her and carried her to the bed.  He continued apologizing, as he turned on a dim light near the bed and pulled the covers over her.The electricity crackling across the sky sent her flying into his arms again.  Suddenly, she bolted into the bathroom and heaved into the toilet.  He was right there, smoothing her hair and assuring her that everything would be all right.  When it seemed that all of the contents of her stomach had made it into the toilet, she barely had the strength to stand.  Tony supported her at the sink while helping her rinse out her mouth and then carried her back to bed.  She sat with her head propped up on pillows, and he sat beside her.Frequently shuddering, her hair plastered to her face and neck, Tashia was an absolute mess.  Her stomach rumbled violently, and she wondered how soon her next trip to the bathroom would be.  “Am I always this bad?” she voiced through heavy breaths.“No.  I usually get to you before you get to this point.  You have had panic attacks before though.”“I would’ve thought I would have been better by now.”  She swallowed down the feeling that was rising in her throat and admitted to him that she did feel better now that he was there.  Tony smiled with his lips closed but said nothing.  This time, she did not need him to respond.After some time, she did feel a lot safer.  The thunder and lightning still shook her but not anywhere near the degree that it did when she was alone.  Her heart rate was beginning to normalize.  “I can’t believe after all these years I still have so much trouble with weather like this.”  The thunder sounded again, and he put his arms around her.  She closed her eyes and soaked in the warmth his embrace sent to her heart.  She would have to enjoy these spurts of emotion from him that only seemed to come when she was in mini-crisis.  They sat there like that for a few minutes, her mind reviewing her reaction to the weather.  “In the beginning,” she remarked after some minutes, “...after my parents died, I used to get kind of leery even in the shower, but I’m over that now.  Isn’t that strange?”“I’m not sure you’re over it completely.”  She sat back and asked what he meant.  “I think that’s why you like to talk to me when you’re in the shower.  At least you used to.”  Tashia frowned.  She could see how he might be right.  “I know in my mind that water is not going to hurt anyone unless it’s out of control.  It’s just scary.”“I know.  You won’t ever go swimming unless I’m right there with you, and you know what type of an exceptional swimmer you are.  Much better than I am.  If anyone would be protecting anyone, it would be you protecting me.”She smiled at him.  It was so good being able to talk to him so easily again.  Tashia just wondered how long it would last.  “I was really scared tonight.”“I know.  I would have been home sooner if I could have been.  I try to get home early on nights like this, but it just didn’t work out.”“I thought something bad happened to you.”  Tony expressed that he had thought she had been referring to the weather.“I meant both.”  Tony was doing an awful job at trying to hide his smile and she was extremely surprised that her caring could matter so much to him.  “What happened?  I didn’t get much from Anuli.”He relayed a condensed but complete version of the night’s events to her, including the fact that he had not really found anything pertinent in the first file yet.  He told her that he thought he should tell his father.  She would tell him later she did not think that was a good idea.  They had not let anyone except Stephanie and Aunt Gladys know about what was going on, and Stephanie had known even before Tashia disappeared.  Even Sheryl was only aware that the people who had taken Ashley apparently did not want Tashia to remember something from her past.  She had no idea what that involved, however.At this point, Tashia did not say a word until he was done.  And when he was, she just shook her head for several moments.  “I can’t believe the two of you.  Do you know you could have been killed?  How could you have taken that chance?”  Tashia was not angry.  She was shocked.  He started to answer, but she kept talking.  “No one has ever done anything like that for me before.  Well, Stephanie did, but I just don’t remember.”  She reached over him and grabbed the phone.“Who are you calling?”“Stephanie.  I want to make sure she’s all right.”“Do you know what time it is?”She looked at her watch, which she had not removed yet.  It was going on 2 a.m.  “Yes, but I have to know.”Stephanie and Anuli were awake too.  She sounded completely shaken.  Tashia made her promise she would not be involved in this anymore.  “I know the two of you want to help.  I want my memory back, and I want to know what happened to my parents.  I’d rather not get any of that back, though, if it means people are going to die.”Stephanie said she appreciated that.  She tried to say something else, but she just could not get it out.  She was crying, and she could not stop.  Tashia just kept calling her name.  “Stephanie.  Please don’t cry.  Please don’t.  Stephanie.  Stephanie.”  Anuli got on, and told her she would be all right.  He promised to have her call over in the morning.“Tony,” she said once she hung up the phone, “I think she was scared to death.”“She probably was,” he agreed, “but she’ll be okay.  She’s very strong.”  Tashia looked at the phone anxiously.  He told her not to worry, but she could not get the fearful sound of Stephanie’s voice out of her head.Almost as suddenly as they had come, the thunder and lightning stopped,and Tony tried to get her to go to sleep.  Tashia slid down under the covers, but after 20 minutes of finding no rest, she turned over to see him looking down at her.  Tony was still sitting on the bed, now with his back against the iron headboard and his legs stretched out in front of him.Tashia shook her head and revealed what had been keeping her from sleeping.  “I can’t believe you did that tonight.  I can’t believe you could have cared that much.”Tony frowned with the appearance of offense.  “Why not?”“It just hasn’t seemed like you’ve cared about me at all these last months.”Tony let out a deep breath and rubbed his forehead with the heel of his hand.  “Oh boy.  Stephanie was right again.”“Right about what?”“About me listening to my foolishness...  I didn’t want to tell you the truth because I didn’t want to hurt you.”  Tashia’s heart froze and her breath stilled.  “I figured you had so much pressure on you that I didn’t want to add any more.  Even though I knew how I’d been acting hurt you, I figured it would hurt you less.”  He paused.  “And when you told me straight out how you felt about how I was treating you, I could do nothing more but say I was sorry.”  Tashia now had a slight recollection of him mumbling something in response accompanied by his blank stare and she supposed an apology might have been what he was offering.  Yet at the moment, her heart remained stuck in her throat while she waited for him to disclose his true emotion.“What...what are you talking about?  What truth?” she whispered.Breathlessly, he responded, “Tashia, I love you.”  She felt as if she had momentarily lost consciousness.  She thought she heard him say that he loved her, but he could not have said that.  He had made claims to this before, but this time was different.  He had not acted as if he loved her in so long.  “It’s been really hard for me.  I know it’s been a lot rougher for you, but...”  He shifted on the bed with his knees folded under him and gazed deeply into her eyes.  “It’s usually kinda hard for me to express my emotions, but this has been even worse.”  Tashia’s hands clenched under the sheet, as she listened anxiously.  She had no idea where he was going with this.  She did not even know if she had dreamed what she thought she heard him say.“When we came back from our trip, I found myself loving you even deeper than I had before.  There was no in between for me.  I couldn’t just show you some of my emotions without letting them all out.  Then you got hurt, and...it nearly devastated me.  Seeing you like that scared me to death.  I never knew how much I loved you until you disappeared and then when I had you back...”  Tony’s voice cracked.  He continued to look deeply into her eyes.  Her eyes filled with tears as he spoke the words that she had longed to hear.  “You looked at me in that police station like you didn’t know me, Tashia, and that nearly killed me.  Somehow I foolishly thought you’d see me and instantly remember me.  You didn’t.  But at least I had you back.  Those first few weeks...”  He closed his eyes and shook his head.  “You retreated from me like a feared stranger.”  He looked back at her with tenderness that was balm to the deepest aches of her spirit.  “But then you slowly started trusting me.  We went away, I got the absolute joy of getting to take care of you when you were hurt...  Like I said, I just never knew how much I loved you, and I couldn’t just let out small parts of my emotions.  I knew I couldn’t show you how I really felt because that would be too much for you, so I’ve stuffed them.  That doesn’t mean they haven’t been there,” he said and shook his head decidedly.  “It just means that I couldn’t hold you, or touch you, or tell you, or show you how much I love you.  I love you so much, Tashia, and it hurts so bad that you don’t feel the same for me.”  Tashia blinked hard.  Even amongst all the dream words, the last were the most unbelievable.“How do you know how I feel?” she rasped.“I know because you’re brave.  Even when things were the worst between us, you might shut down for some time, but you would finally open up.  You’d tell me how you felt about me even if you realized you might not get anything back from me.”  Now, she felt pretty awful.  She was not brave at all.  “I didn’t want to keep telling you I loved you.  I didn’t want you to see how I felt, especially with it getting stronger and stronger, and you have pressure on you.  I wanted you to get your life back together without all of that.  Can you understand that?”“Yes.  I think so.”“Stephanie and I had lunch earlier today, and she told me I’ve been doing all harm and no good.  She said I’ve been really hurting you.  Did you tell her that?”  She nodded.  Tashia had been sharing this with her for months, but Stephanie must have finally decided not to abide by her wishes to not share the information with Tony.  Tashia had expressed this to him, too, of course, but not nearly to the extent that she had with her friend.  He held her face in his hands and looked at her.  “I don’t ever want to hurt you.  I was trying to give you the least hurt possible.”“I love you.”  She had hurriedly blurted it out.  It had happened so fast that she would not have even been sure the words had actually escaped her mouth if it had not been for the shocked look on his face.  He stared at her eyes and mouth expanded, not saying anything.  Her eyes faltered.  A feeling of complete vulnerability, transparency, and nakedness came over and clung to her.  ‘Why isn’t he saying anything?!’  He finally tipped her chin up and asked her what she had said.  Timidly, she looked up at him and repeated, “I love you.”He leaned down and kissed her lips softly but passionately.  Those long moments were both terrifying and thrilling.  This was almost too much for her.  When his lips left hers, she was trembling.  He placed his fingers on her lips and slowly traced them.  “I hope that was all right.”  Now mute, she nodded. “I just wanted to show you how much I loved you.”  From the intensity of his gaze, she could tell he did not just want to show her with a kiss.  Tony slid down next to her.  When his lips touched hers again, she felt as if she could not catch her breath.  Then it happened.  He parted his lips, and she bolted into the bathroom.He followed behind her and washed her face and mouth after she was finished.  She sat on the floor shivering, as he hugged her tightly and tried to console her.  “I’m sorry.  I should have known that would have been too much for you.”“You must think I’m such a baby,” she said in full shame.“No.  I think you’re beautiful.  You were just the same on our wedding night.  You were beautiful then, and you’re beautiful now.  We’ll take it as slow as you want.  I am not in a rush.”“How you were looking at me, you looked like you might be.”She felt him shaking his head as he continued to hold her.  “Oh no,” he laughed softly with glee.  “I want to be with you, but I can wait as long as you need.  You have just made me so happy tonight.  That will carry me a long way.”“How did I make you happy?”“You told me you loved me.  Now, I know you’re really back home.  I thought you had never really returned.”  Tashia brought her arms around his slim, taut waist, and they just sat on the floor holding each other.  “I will never rush you, Tashia.  It does not matter how ready I am.  I’m not ready, if you’re not.  I’d wait a lifetime for you.”Despite her stomach still raging, Tashia did not remember the last time she had been so happy.  She had a feeling it had not been in some time.He lifted her once again and brought her back to the bed.  She only had to make one more trip to the bathroom, but he said he did not want to leave her like that.  She still was not feeling well at all.  He lay down next to her and held her in his arms the rest of the night.  She did not protest.  It was not just because she did not have the strength.  It was because she knew that was where she was supposed to be.Chapter XVIIWhen Tashia woke up the next morning, her stomach was still a mess, but she felt better emotionally than she had in some time.  Tony was right there next to her, sleeping.  He looked so peaceful.  Not that many hours earlier, he had told her he loved her, and she was finally able to tell him the same.  She looked at him still dressed in his work shirt and pants.  Tony always took a shower as soon as he got home, no matter how late it was.  Not last night.  That time he went right to the computer to see about finding out what could have caused her to be so lost now, and when he saw in what state she was, he did not leave her side.When her eyes focused, she saw that it was already 7:30 a.m.  She reached over him to pick up the phone, but she had to stop in mid reach because of a severe jabbing pain in her abdomen.  She clutched at her stomach and somehow kept within the screech that almost emitted from her mouth.  “What’s wrong?”  Tony laid her back down gently.  Despite her pain, Tashia was instantly struck by how handsome he looked when he first awoke.  His sleepy face looked so worried.She was barely able to utter out, “It still hurts.”“Just lie back.  I already called in for you.”  Even in the midst of this pain, she had been thinking she would just call to let her job know she would be in later, but she now saw that would have been delusional.  “I wanted to get to the phone before you did because I knew you would be trying to say you’d get in there later.”  Tashia smirked.  It did not unsettle her in the least that he knew her so well at that moment.  On the contrary, she found security in it.  “You wouldn’t have made it, so I saved you the trouble.”  He also told her that he had cancelled her appointment with Isabella, something that presented her with more gratitude because she could not see past trying to get more rest and some relief at that moment.  “Do you need anything?” he asked.“Just to lie still for a minute.”“Is it okay?”  His hand was hovering over her stomach.  She was not sure what he meant, but she nodded slightly, as that was all she had the energy to do.  He placed his hand on her belly and began rubbing it.  His mere touch made her feel so good emotionally, although it did nothing to abate the pain.  He laid there next to her rubbing her stomach for quite some time before finally making it down to the kitchen.  When he returned, he had a tray with tea, chicken broth, Jamaican ginger ale, and hot cereal that looked something like cream of wheat.  She was only able to take one spoonful of the cereal with his assistance, but she was able to get down some of the ginger ale.  The drink burned her stomach something awful, but she was feeling much better about an hour later.Tony did not leave to go to work until 11, and he sounded hesitant about leaving then.  She assured him she would be fine as long as he got home a lot earlier than he had the previous night.  He said he planned on getting home even earlier than usual.  He would not have left her at all, if she had not insisted it would have looked so bad for him to miss work after all that transpired the night before.“We know what you two were really doing in there last night.”  Tony’s boss’s boss, Deputy Secretary of Defense Ivan Regal, a man in his early forties, had made a special and unexpected trip in to see him at his office.  Mr. Regal was never in Reston.  Tony had only had one brief conversation with him, and that was during his third and final interview.  Somehow he was certain, however, despite his prestige, someone higher up on the career chain was behind this meeting.  Tony wanted to hear exactly what it was that he knew.“How did you find out about it, sir?”“Let’s just say I have my means.”  He sat on Tony’s desk at an eye level higher than his employee’s, while Tony sat in his swivel chair stiffly but with steady gaze.  Mr. Regal’s piercing look made him wonder what “means” he would use to get what he wanted.“I’m so sorry, sir.  It was an unfortunate and serious indiscretion.  It will never happen again.”At this point, Ivan Regal closed in so that his face was mere millimeters from Tony’s.  The younger man did not cower, and he did not blink.  He made no show of the absolute terror he felt right then of the potential consequences to his actions yet his heart thumped mercilessly against his chest.  In spite of Tony’s lack of display of fear, Regal with his cocky self-confident manner seemed to care less.  He looked as if he knew his point was going to come across.  His dry monotonous tone was unwavering in inflection.  “You might want to play games, but there will be none played here.  We are all well aware that you were trying to obtain government secrets last night to which you have no legal right.”  Tony felt his stomach drop, but he made no show of being shocked at the accusation for fear that his look of surprise would actually reveal his horror at being found out.  “We don’t know if you are trying to sell these secrets to other powers.”“No sir.”“I’m not finished talking,” he said, gritting his teeth.  “We will find out.  And when we do, you and your little partner, Ms. Gallows, will be convicted of treason.  The United States Government does not take kindly to these types of acts of disloyalty.”  The term “whistleblower” came into Tony’s mind.  He did indeed know what happened to some of them.  But he could not be considered as such.  He didn’t even know what he was looking for.  But...those people probably had not either.  “I’d suggest that you change your course right away.  If you’ve made any promises that we will not let you keep to foreign nations, you’d better break them because if you don...” —his nose was actually touching Tony’s at this point—“we’re going to break you.”He just continued to stare at him for a few moments.  Tony did not think it wise to continue to look as if he were not intimidated, which he certainly was.  Strangely, he also had to fight a desire to laugh at the odd way Regal had of expressing himself.  “If I may, sir.”  Regal smiled graciously, got off the table, and sat in a chair across from Tony.  He motioned with his hand, as if to tell him to feel welcome to speak.  “With all due respect, sir, I think there has been a terrible misunderstanding.  I have done a horrible thing, but it is not to the magnitude that it must appear to be.”  Now he was talking funny.“Why were you and Mrs. Gallows in your father’s office at 10:00 last night?”Tony looked down briefly and then looked up at him, hoping he looked as embarrassed as he truly felt.  Even though he had not really done anything, talking about doing something like this with this particular man especially made him feel quite uncomfortable.  “She expressed to me some very serious problems during lunch yesterday.  We weren’t able to finish talking then, and it seemed she really needed to deal with all of these matters before returning home.”Regal’s eyebrows perked, as if he was actually interested.  He asked with what Tony surmised was feigned compassion in his voice, “Does it have to do with her husband?”“If you don’t mind, sir, I’d really rather not say.  Let’s just say, these were things that could not be dealt with later.  Since she was going to be in Arlington last night, I told her we could just meet back up at my father’s office.”“You must have the key.”“Yes.”“Naturally you would.  He’s your father.”Tony hoped he had not gotten his dad into any trouble.  Surely he had a right to give his son a key to his own office.  “Things went where neither of us expected.  I’m a married man.  Her husband is a friend of mine.”  Tony shook his head for emphasis.  “I did not mean for anything to happen.  And then all those men came in and caught us.  That was the most humiliating event of my life, but I just kept thinking how I could have done something so despicable.”“Yet you met her at a hotel later.”Now Tony knew he must look visibly surprised.  He had realized it was a possibility that they might have been followed, but he did not truly believe they were.  “Yes, I did, but this time we really did talk.  We talked about how we were going to face our spouses.”“Does your wife know?”He looked down in shame.  “Not yet.”  He thought he must be convincing because he was actually starting to believe himself.  When the thought entered his head, he looked back up hurriedly at him.  “Please.  My father doesn’t know either...does he?”“No.  No one has told him anything.”  Regal cleared his throat and then looked at Tony pointedly.  “Mr. Gerard, we all have marital difficulties from time to time.  Just don’t bring them to work again.”“Oh no, sir.  I won’t.  I will never do anything like that again.”Regal stood and offered his hand.  They shook and Regal patted him on the back of his shoulder.  “Good.  Now that we understand each other, I hope not to have to make a visit out here like this again.”  Tony walked him to the door and assured him he would not.  Once he was in the doorway, Regal turned around and looked him squarely in the eye.  “I hope you’re right because if I do, there will be you know what to pay.”  With that, he walked down the hall, turned down the corner, and disappeared from Tony’s view.He closed the door, locked it, and slumped down in his desk chair with his heart still stuck in his throat.  He swiveled around and stared blankly out the window for about an hour.  He was not going to get anything done here.  Tony wondered why Regal had not said anything about the information to the Pakistani government.  He must know.  There was nothing else he could have meant by “selling government secrets”.  There was one thing of which Tony was certain.  That man had made no threat about a fictitious affair.  He knew a lot more than he let on, but Tony just did not know how much.“Stephanie, you know I have always been very pleased with your work, but indiscretions like this can’t take place here.”  Stephanie stopped putting her belongings in the box long enough to glare at her boss, who had made a courtesy visit to her office.“I’ve worked with you for how many years, and now you’re transferring me?  I have never made a mistake before now.  I am your most valued employee.”“Yes.  That’s why you’re not being fired.  You have choices here.”“Sure.  New York or Richmond.  Come on, Harry, what type of choices are those?  Do you realize how long I will have to travel?”“I’ve done the best I can do for you.  My hands are tied.  I really fought for you.  Demetrides and those guys wanted you out altogether.”“I have a question for you.”“Shoot.”“How is it that this has become such a big deal but the people at these other sites have no idea?”“We have ways of keeping things local.”“Yes,” Stephanie muttered.  “Things but not people.”“Stephanie, that’s not fair.”  She could not believe this was happening.  She was packing boxes that had so nicely been provided for her, but she could still absolutely could not believe this.  “There is one thing we might be able to do.”She looked at him hopefully.  She stopped what she was doing and walked over to him.  “What?”“First, let me say that I can’t believe a woman like you would have an affair with your best friend’s husband.”“We didn’t have an affair.”“Maybe not, but you were about to start one.”“Harry, what do you want me to say?  Do you have any idea how ashamed I am?”“I know you must be.  I just can’t believe it.  You’re so proper and refined.  Everyone here knows you’re a Christian.  When you leave, that is, if you leave, the few of us who know what happened will not let on to anyone else.  I promise you that.”“I appreciate that.”  She truly did.  Stephanie did not know if it was pride or what, but it was destroying her inside that someone might think she was an adulteress.  If she had been one, if she had messed up so royally, she might have chosen for others to know at some point, so they could see how God could work even in the most messed up person’s life.  But she hadn’t, and she wanted everyone to know that.  She wanted everyone to know that she had what had seemed like insurmountable troubles with her husband, but the Lord brought them through them together.  Neither of them strayed or left.  Yet here it was now, that she could say nothing because more than her reputation she valued the safety of her very best friends, her husband, and her children.  She knew Harry would not say anything.  She hoped the others would not either.“Still, as much as we’d do to protect you, things can somehow slip out, and I want to do what I can to keep that from happening.”“What are you saying?”  She was not really angry with Harry.  She felt betrayed because people she had worked with for 11 years were now turning on her.  They were not behind her.  They’d had their own indiscretions and many discretions any many of them, but their job was always there for them.  Demetrides and those guys had taken years to accept her, but Harry was always behind her.  He believed in her.  He probably could not fix this, but, if he could, she wanted to know how.“You have got to be kidding!”“No, Tashia, I’m not.”  Tony was on the other end, as Stephanie relayed the story of how she had been transferred.  “He propositioned me.”Now Tony spoke.  “Harry?!  Your boss?!  The guy who you look up to and respect so much?”“Mmhm.  Well, I did before anyhow.  I’m still in shock.  We’ve worked together for 11 years for crying out loud.  He has not once said or acted in any indecent way toward me.  Now that he believes I’m the government tramp, he thinks I’m going to sleep with him.”  They could hear that she was crying.  Her voice kept breaking up.  “He actually threatened me by saying he would tell Anuli about you and me.”“What did you say?”“I lied.  I told him I’d already told him.  Well, of course, I’ve told Nuli everything that’s happened but not what Harry thought.  I feel so guilty.  I made it look like we were doing something we weren’t, and I lied and said that was what we were doing.”Tashia interjected, “What else could you have done?”  Tony agreed.“I know!  It’s crazy.  If I had told them the truth...I’ll get over it, I suppose, but I feel guilty.  This man tries to get me in bed with him, I’m the one who’s out of my cushy job, and I’m feeling guilty.  Can you beat that?”“I’m sorry.”“Tashia, I’m not.  I would do it all over again for you.  I know you’d do the same for me.”She said she would.  There was a deafening silence when Stephanie did not respond, and Tashia knew there was something wrong.  “What is it?  You’re making me nervous.”“I don’t think we should hang out together anymore.  At least not for now.”“Why not?”“I’m probably being watched.  Why would we be spending time together if I was cheating with your husband?”“Neither of you said I knew about it.”“But I do know.  If I, your best friend, know I did something so awful, why would I make any effort to spend time with you?  I would find reasons to avoid you except maybe at church.  Do you see what I mean?”“Yes, but maybe you would just to act like everything was normal.”  Tashia knew better.  If the hypothetical situation had really happened, Stephanie would be too guilt ridden to face her except when she had to.  Not that there was a chance any of that would have happened.  She sighed.  “Yes, I see what you mean.  I just don’t like it.”Stephanie did let them know that while she could no longer be involved directly, she thought she might be able to help.  Nuli’s uncle was a former detective and they thought he might be able to make heads or tails out of what was going on.  Tashia was uncertain how much he could assist because the information they had gathered pretty much formed a gigantic maze.  She had gone through the documents over and over all day and had only found that each of them was enrolled in the Naval Academy at the same time her father was.Stephanie had not known this.  “That’s pretty big.”“I can’t do anything with that information.”“Maybe you can find something in their school records.”“Like what?  How could I even access them?”“I don’t know.  Maybe you could talk to former classmates.  Did your father have a yearbook?”“I’ve never seen one.  That is a good idea though, I’ve been thinking I have to go back to the old house.”“What house?”“The one where I grew up.  Aunt Gladys is great, but she is not the most organized person.  She even admits that she could have easily left something there.”Tony protested, “But there are new owners there.  We can’t just waltz in there and ransack their home.”She liked how he said “we”.  “I called.”“Oh, you did.”“Yes, but there was no one at that number.  I guess they don’t have the same number we had.”  Aunt Gladys had not had it changed.  “I want to go, Tony, and I want to go this weekend.”“Stephanie, we’ll call you back and get back to you about Nuli’s uncle.”  She said okay and hung up.Tony came downstairs and found Tashia in the family room.  She looked up at him and he said when she looked at him that way with those soft violet eyes, she gave him no option but to say yes.  “I just think we ought to find out if the people are going to be there first.”“Aunt Gladys doesn’t know where their phone number is.  She doesn’t even remember their name.”“How about Roger?”“He never met them.  He definitely would remember everything, but he wasn’t involved at all.  She didn’t even discuss it much with him.”Tony just found that to be weird.  It seemed to him that two people getting married would know more about things like that, but it really was not his business.“I need to go.”“I know.”“It means so much to me that you’re supporting me, but you don’t have to go if you don’t want to.”“That’s just ridiculous.”  He did not make his comment in a condescending way at all.  He stated it matter-of-factly.  “I’m with you 200% through every bit of this.”  Tony sat down next to her.  “I know you’re feeling bad about the situation with Stephanie and me, but whatever it takes.  I know she’s committed to your friendship, but I’m committed to our marriage.  I’m committed to you.  You are not alone in anything.”  She tried to swallow, but she couldn’t because of that big lump in her throat.  “What else is there?”She somehow managed to speak.  “How do you know me so well?”“You must be getting to know me too, if you knew what I meant by that.”She had to agree.  Before, she would have wondered what he was talking about, but now she knew he must know she had more to say.  “I just need to go back home.  I mean, where I grew up.  But I also want to go to Georgia.  It’s not that I don’t need you.  I just need to see them too.”“I understand, Tashia.  You don’t have to try to make me feel good.”“You’re right.”  She knew she didn’t have to try to stroke his ego or make him feel like he was the only one, other than God, she should need.  “I figured if I’m already in North Carolina, I could just continue on.”“What about work?” And she was supposed to start back with her graduate studies.  “What about your sessions with Isabella?”“I don’t know.  I think I’m going to need a little break from work until I sort some things out.  Is that okay?”“Well, sure, I guess it is if that’s what you need.  I just don’t want you to do something you’ll regret.  I thought work was making you happy.”“It is.  We have just next week and then we’re on break.” Tony wasn’t able to get off from work in February, as they had hoped, and it wound up not being the best time for most of the family. Then it had seemed that Tashia wouldn’t get to go down there in the current month, March, because of coordinating time with her advisor in terms of her thesis, but the most recent events colored things differently.  “Maybe I’ll just take off this time.  I’m sure Sheryl will be fine with it, and I think the principal would be too.  As far as Isabella is concerned, especially if we find anything, I’ll probably be talking to her whether it is in her office or by phone.”“Does she know about your plan?”“Yes, and she thinks it’s a good idea as long as you’re with me.  Since you will be, everything should work out great.”  She smiled and let out a heavy breath.  Tashia wanted to find out the truth but was tremendously anxious about doing so.  “She wants me to be in contact with her as much as possible and as much as I need.”“That sounds good.  Tashia, I know I just said I was with you every step of the way, but I don’t know if I can go to Georgia.  I don’t know if this is the ideal time to be taking off, especially with all that has happened since yesterday.”“Oh, I don’t expect you to go there with me.  I’m not even sure when I’m going.  I guess I’m not sure about a lot of things.”“That’s okay.  We’ll just play it day by day.”“I’m glad you said that because that’s all I think I can do right now.  I was hoping you didn’t want me or need me to really have a plan.”He definitely did not.  “The only plan we need is to stick by each other.”  That sounded like a pretty good one but she was relying on God to direct her.  She pushed down her desire for Tony to be able to do the same and for them to travel this road together with Him.She needed to hear the words that had come from Tony because she wasn’t feeling good about much right now.  He had shared with her when he got home all that had transpired at work.  He thought Oslo and those other men must have talked to Regal.  “I’m not scared of much, but that guy Oslo is scary.”  When he described him, he sounded exactly like the man she had encountered twice in Indiana.  She finished the description for him, and they were sure he was.  Things were not peaceful.  Something big and bad was going on, and they were right in the middle of it.Chapter XVIIIIt was so incredibly overpowering being back in her old neighborhood.  When Tashia woke up in the houseboat, the home in North Carolina was the one she remembered, but now it seemed as if she had been gone for years.  In reality, of course, she had.  Tashia and Tony sat in the rental in front of that house that she ran out of and into day after day.  She just sobbed.  For about 20 minutes, she just sobbed as memories flooded her mind.It seemed as if her father’s car should have been in the driveway, but a Mazda replaced it.  The wheelchair accessible van should be parked in the garage, but she knew it was not.  Her parents were not in that house.  They were gone.  Any other Saturday at this time, 11 a.m., her father would have just finished raking the leaves or clearing off a dusting of snow.  She and her mother would be inside trying to plan what they would all do that day.  After they died, Aunt Gladys would have her out so she would not get depressed at home dwelling on how things used to be.  She got depressed anyway, and she certainly was not feeling too good right now.Tony held her and talked softly to her.  He wiped her face, and, when she no longer looked as if she had been crying, they walked hand in hand to the front door.A woman, maybe in her mid-thirties and perhaps Latina, with a pleasant, smiling face answered.  As if she recognized Tashia, her eyes widened, and her smile broadened all the more.  Tashia had no recollection of her at all.  “We’re very sorry to visit unexpectedly, but I used to live here.  My name is Tashia Gerard.”“Hello,” she greeted them invitingly with a slight Spanish dialect mixed with a stronger Carolinian one.  “I know you.  You’re the girl in the picture.”“Excuse me?”“Oh, pardon me.  Let me explain.  The lady who used to live here, Gladys, told us you were her niece when we came to look at the house.  She inadvertently left the photograph here.  We would have sent it to her, but we didn’t have her address.  My daughter loves looking at that picture.”  Tashia was surprised and flattered.  “She’s 12, and she has an active imagination.  She has just made up so many stories of what type of person you must be like.  She would like to be like you.”“Oh, wow.  I don’t know what to say.  That’s very nice, although I would hope not to disappoint her.”“I’m sure you wouldn’t.  What brings you here?  Please, come in.”They did, and Tashia introduced her to Tony.  “I’m pleased to meet you.  My name is Gabriella.”  She liked that name.  It reminded her of Isabella.  She led them into the kitchen and offered them some coffee, which they declined.  “Would you like something else?  Are you hungry or thirsty?”Tashia said she was not, but Tony accepted some bottled water with the label of a company from Spain which confirmed to Tashia that the family might be, too.  As they sat down, a young girl with two long, thick, dark-brown braids bolted into the kitchen.  She stopped short when she saw Tashia.  Her mouth hung open until her mother told her to close it.  “Lydia, this is Mr. and Mrs. Gerard.  Say hello.”“Hello.”“Hi Lydia.  I’m pleased to meet you.”  Tony concurred.“I can’t believe I’m meeting you.  Mama, may I be excused?”“Of course.”  She looked behind her oddly.  The girl returned within seconds and showed Tashia a picture she instantly recognized.  She shared it with Tony.  “You haven’t changed much.  You’re still cute.”  He winked at her and their hostess smiled her approval.“This is my 9th grade picture I gave to my Aunt Gladys.  She has been looking all over for this thing.  Thank you so much Lydia.”“You’re welcome.”  She grabbed a chair and wedged it right in between Tony’s and Tashia’s.“Lydia, that’s rude.”“Oh, that’s okay,” Tony excused.  “We have room.”  He slid his chair over to accommodate hers.“Please excuse my daughter.  She’s usually very polite.”  She shook her head disapprovingly at Lydia and then redirected her attention to her guests.  “So, what brings you here?”“Oh.  As I was saying, I used to live here.”“With your aunt?”“Yes, but before that I lived here with my parents.  They died when I was 16.”“Oh,” she gasped, “I’m so sorry to hear that.”“Thank you.  I really appreciate that.”  She did not hesitate in continuing because she instinctively knew she could trust this woman.  Before she could, however, Gabriella’s husband entered.  His wife made the introductions and gave a quick explanation as to what was going on.  He had a nice pleasant smile, too.  He sat on a stool at the breakfast bar, despite Tony offering him a seat at the table, while he ate his breakfast, drank his coffee, and listened intently.Tashia continued.  “There have recently been some things that have come up regarding my history that I haven’t been able to figure out.”Lydia asked, “Like a puzzle with missing pieces?”Tashia smiled.  “Yes.  That’s very perceptive.”Her father chimed in proudly, “She’s going to be a mystery writer one day.”“That’s great.”  They all looked at Tashia eagerly for further explanation regarding these “missing pieces”.  “I just know that if I can find anything, it must be here.  There is this one place my father showed me that was kind of like his secret place.  If he left anything, it might be there.  I’ve practically torn apart our house in Maryland trying to find something.  I assure you that I have no intention of doing that to yours, but I just have to find what I’m looking for.”  She hoped they understood.  She just could not go on living in the dark any longer.Gabriella looked at her so compassionately.  “Oh, Tashia, you must be going through something really awful.  We’ll help in any way we can, right honey?”“Yes.  Of course.  Do you want us to go with you to look, or do you want to go alone?”“This is your house, so I don’t feel I should just be going through it without you.”“No.  I’m serious.  If you want to look alone, that’s okay.  It seems that you’re dealing with something very personal.”They were just completely endearing themselves to her.  “I can’t believe you’re being so nice.  I prayed that you would be because I was very, very nervous.”They said they could understand that but assured her there was no need to be.  “Our Lydia has been praying that you would show up some day, so both prayers were answered.  What’s more, my wife’s and mine were too because we hoped she would not be disappointed when she met you.”Tashia asked her if she was.  “No!  You are so sweet and wonderful.”“How can you know that?  You don’t even know me.”“I have a feeling about these things.”Tashia understood what she meant.  She had the same feeling about her.  “Would you mind coming with us to look?”Lydia’s large bright dark brown eyes expanded twice their normal size.  “I would love that!  Thank you!”The three of them excused themselves then went upstairs into what used to be her father’s study but was now a sewing room.  Tashia had such an odd feeling being in the house that used to be hers.  “Lydia, please do not tell anyone what you see here other than your parents.”  She promised that she would not.  Tashia glanced at Tony and could sense that he did not seem to think anyone should be with them at all.  Maybe he was right.  She had not thought of that, but she couldn’t turn on her now.Tashia took a deep breath then went to the far wall, which was brick-faced.  She took out a thin nail file and slid it into a remarkably unapparent space in between the brick, forming the shape of a rectangular.  There was no way anyone could detect where the microscopic opening was with the naked eye.  She just had it memorized.  Tashia delicately removed that section of the wall and then quickly unlocked the safe behind it.  The combination was also embroidered in her memory, as she used to use it regularly although there was usually nothing to see.There they were.  Tashia could never figure out why her father had this hiding place because he rarely put anything in there, but there were three thick envelopes now.  Nothing was written on the outside of the last two, but the first one read, “To Our Sweet Tashia”.  She hurriedly looked in that one.  There was a scrapbook inside with all the little childlike and not so childlike things she had made her parents over the years.  They had put this together, and she had never known.Tashia placed her hand on her chest.  It felt as if she could not breathe.  This was from her parents.  Tony came behind her and wrapped his arms around her.  She was not crying.  She was unable to utter a sound or even move.  Lydia stood there silently.  Finally, Tashia placed the envelopes on the sewing table, closed the safe, and fit the brick rectangle pieces back in place.  She thanked Lydia and tapped on the brick so it once again looked completely part of the wall.  She could not resist.  She peeked in the other two.  They were apparently official documents, so they decided to look at them later.They actually wound up staying for lunch, which surprisingly enough the father ate too after just eating an hour earlier.  Out of politeness, Tony had some herbal tea but he did not eat anything.  After that, they drove to their hotel.  Stephanie had offered their timeshare, but it was so far that they declined.  Tashia could not wait to see what was in those envelopes.  Maybe some mysteries would be disclosed.When they checked into the hotel and settled in, everything changed.  Given the opportunity, she could not do it.  Tony had expected Tashia to jump right to it, but she did not go through the envelopes’ contents.  Instead, she wanted to unpack.  Then she wanted to take a shower.  Then she wanted to take a nap.  By the time she woke up, it was 6:00, so they talked about finding something to eat.  He asked her once more if she wanted to look at what was in the envelopes, but she said she was not ready yet.  He told her he thought they should just order something from the restaurant they selected even before reaching North Carolina because those files really should not be out of their sight.  He had brought his laptop along just in case something they found might correlate with the documents Stephanie had saved for them.They ate.  He watched a little bit of television while she read.  They talked.  Tashia took another shower and came out dressed for bed.  Finally, Tony could take it no more.  He knew she was avoiding something she needed to face.  “I’ll leave the room if you want me to, but you need to deal with this.  Open the envelopes.  Look through them.”  She stared at him wide-eyed with her hands pressed together.  He was not even sure if she was breathing.  “I’ll stay if you want.  Whatever you need, tell me, but you have to deal with this.”“I know,” her voice trembled.  “I’m just afraid.”  She looked toward the door and toward the balcony as if longing for some way to escape.  “Maybe you could wait in the bathroom, and I’ll call you if I need you.  Why don’t you take a shower?”“Do I need one?” he joked.She seemed to get it, although her smile was weak.  “You know you like your nightly showers.”  He had not taken one since that morning, which was far longer than he was accustomed to except for nights he got home late.  It was already going on 8:30.“If you need me, just knock on the door.”“Okay.  Thanks.”Tony felt so good.  He was clean.  He had on a nice fresh robe.  He was also wearing pajamas, which he never did even in the winter, but he figured if they would be sharing a room he’d better not sleep in his underwear.  Ever since that night when Tashia became ill from anxiety, he was back in their bedroom.  He slept on one side of the bed, and she slept far, far over on the other side.  He wore the only pajamas he owned those nights, too.  He finished gargling and wondered what she had found.When he walked out, the whole of Tony’s heart painfully contracted.  Tashia body lay face down, limp on a floor decorated with pictures and documents sprawled all over it.  With his heart in his mouth, Tony ran over to her and turned her onto her back.  She was breathing.  In fact, her chest kept heaving up and down.  A reflection of internal torment covered her face.  He stared at her, panicked.  No sound was emitting from her mouth, which she now covered forcefully with her hands.  He lifted the top part of her body, so she could sit, but she just slumped backward against his arm.  Her head hung back almost lifelessly, and he kept rapidly rubbing her face with one hand as he supported her with the other arm.“Tashia, speak to me!” he demanded.  She shook her head wildly.  Her eyes screamed out in anguish.  “Tashia, please!”  She shook her head again in the same manner, but then she crawled feebly across the floor and turned up the television...loudly.  She started to crawl back over to him, but he met her.  She continued to move over to where they had been with his help.  He followed her eyes, and, for the first time, he saw what had driven her into this state.  Now, she screamed, but he could not hear her.  It was not because of the TV.  It was because the sounds were inaudible.  She fell out of his arms back onto the floor.  She pulled at her hair, and the pain on her face was unbearable to watch.  Tony did not know what to do.  Her mouth kept opening, but he heard nothing...nothing until that blood-curdling shriek roared out of her mouth.  He fell on top of her and practically smothered her with his embrace.  He could feel her hands under him as she tried to stifle the screams, but, slightly muffled as they were, they kept coming.An abrupt knock came at the door.  Tony stared at his wife who stared back at him, wild-eyed.  He could not leave her. But he could not ignore the constant knocking either.  It was Management.  Tony, still rattled, put on as calm a face as possible and told him everything was all right.  The gentleman wanted to see for himself.  Tony did not know how Tashia got up the strength or speed to hide everything that was on the floor, but nothing was in sight.  Leaning against the bed, she took the remote control and quickly turned down the television, somehow managing to get out an apology.  “I’m s-so sorry.  I-I didn’t mean to star-startle anyone.  My-my husband was j-just comforting me.”“Oh, I’ve seen this movie.  It scared me, too.”Tony apologized for them having the sound up so high.“That’s all right.  I think I rolled over onto the remote during this part too.  I hate to admit it, but I screamed too.  Not like you, though.  You must have really been scared.”“I’m turning it off.”“Good idea.  You all get some rest.”Both Tony and Tashia apologized vehemently, but he was very gracious.  They heard him in the hallway calming the few guests who were actually in their rooms.  They just sat against the bed, not saying a word, and stared at their room door until they heard every door close, including that of the elevator.Tony then looked at his wife rocking herself incessantly and held her again.  Her entire body shook. Even her toes were trembling.  Her movements were so volatile that they made him involuntarily shake in his attempts to try to control them.“Tony,” she gasped out, “I-I can’t handle this.  I can’t.”He held her delicate face in his hands.  “Yes, you can.  We’ll handle it together.  It does not have to be how it seems.”“It can’t be how it seems.  If it is, I’ll die.  I will.  I’ll just die.”“Don’t say that,” he insisted then asked her the location of the papers.“Under the bed.  I can’t look at them again.”  She slowly climbed onto the bed and formed herself into a fetal position while she hugged herself.He rubbed her back.  “We have to.  I’ll be right here with you.”  He should have never left her the first time.Tashia timidly got back on the floor with him.  He pulled the disorderly piles out that she must have very quickly shoved under the bed.  Yet there it was again.  On top.There it was.  That picture of her father at about 18 years of age lying next to a butchered woman.  Then there were more.  A bloody knife.  Him holding the knife over her already dead body with terror etched on his face.  She was slit from end to end.  She looked like she might have been beautiful, perhaps in her twenties, maybe from India or that region of the world.  His eyes were closed in the first picture, but it was uncertain if he was sleeping.  He looked like he was grimacing in pain, his face partially turned away from her.  The knife was in his hand and drenched in blood.  The sheets were soaked with blood.  She was wearing nothing.  He did not appear to be either, but the sheet was partially covering him.  It was not evident in the picture with him standing over her if he was wearing anything there either.  What was obvious was that someone had massacred that woman’s body.  It could not have been her father.  Tashia could not accept that.Yet the letter written some thirty years later stated he could no longer live with the lie.  It was written in his handwriting.  She saw Tony’s facial expression rapidly change from that of looking ill and disgusted to that of shocked disbelief.  Now, she saw it, too.  “Oslo...and Gerard all know what happened.  This has got to be settled once and for all.”  Gerard?  “Bryan Gerard.”  Tony’s dad?!?  He said they had never met.  He said he taught a class at Annapolis Naval Academy maybe around the time her father attended there, but he did not know him.  Was he lying?  Had he forgotten him?  Her father had only been there for a semester, and someone could forget his students after all that time.  Still, her dad said he knew what happened.  He named him with these other men, who, as they read on, they saw had been his classmates.  What did this all mean?  What was going on?Tashia decided to go back to Maryland with Tony.  Since the moment he came into her life in Indiana, she had yet to see him so shaken and confused.  He could not eat.  In fact, neither of them ate or slept well at all the night before.  He paced a lot.  He needed answers, and he needed them right then.  But he would have to wait.  Tony called his father and insisted that he had to see him that very night.  The three of them were going to meet at a secluded restaurant when he and Tashia got back later that evening.  First, they wanted to stop by to say good-bye to the Guisados.Police cars draped the street.  The lights were nearly blinding.  Tony and Tashia ran to the door, but two officers blocked them from entering.  A small voice from within said to let them in.  Two grief-stricken parents sat on the steps leading to the upstairs.  Their eyes were blood red.  They were crying and holding each other.  Marcos uttered out, “She’s been kidnapped.  Lydia has been kidnapped.”  He let go of his wife and practically charged at them.  Tashia instinctively prepared for an attack, but his mannerisms showed nothing of that desire once he reached them.  “They said return the envelopes.  All of them.  They said they would bring her back if you did.”Tashia realized she had absentmindedly left them in her bag in the rental after being distracted by all the police cars in front of her old and these people’s new home.  She ran out and quickly returned with them.  She handed them to him without hesitation, but her heart plummeted.  They had not been able to get through everything, and her hopes of finding the truth were now dashed.  Maybe her father-in-law could shed some light, but she did not know if he would choose to do so.  Still, if this would bring Lydia back, she never had to find out the truth.  Nothing could happen to that precious girl.He hugged her and whispered urgently, “God bless you.”  He ran to the phone and placed a call.  Tashia questioned an officer regarding whether or not there was anyone trying to locate that phone, so they could track down the kidnapper, but he said they had been unsuccessful thus far.  Besides, he thought the woman who’d called and given the number was just a messenger.They waited.  And they waited.  Finally, around 3 p.m., two hours after the call had been made, Lydia staggered into the house.  Her face was bruised and swollen.  She had a note with her that indicated she would get worse than a beating if they did not shred the envelopes along with everything in them and lose the cops.  The police protested, but her parents won the battle.  They were not going to let them be involved, and they insisted that they had better not try to do anything behind their backs.  Tashia watched hopelessly as Tony ran the contents through the Guisados’ shredder.  They had not wanted anyone to see what was in those envelopes, but hopefully the person or persons who’d taken Lydia knew what they were doing.  He even shredded the scrapbook.  They just couldn’t take that chance.  Heart broken, Tashia viewed the disappearance of her life helplessly.No call came in when Tony finished, but they believed they were being watched.  Unfortunately, the Guisados did not have the same confidence.  In one respect, they shook at the thought that someone had actually seen what was going on in their home.  On the other hand, they prayed that their child’s abductors knew they had complied with their wishes.Before they left, Tashia hugged Lydia for the longest.  It was her fault that this happened to her.  She knew it was no compensation, but she let her keep the picture of her.  Lydia said it meant the world to her.  She wished they could meet again, but she understood it was too dangerous.Everything was too dangerous.When they were driving away, she was unable to break her feeling of despondence.  “Tashia, don’t worry.  I have everything.”“W-what?”“I went out last night and copied it.”“When did you have time?”“When you finally went to sleep.  I couldn’t sit there just looking at the walls anymore.”“Do you think anyone saw you?  Why didn’t you tell me earlier?”“I’m sure they would have gotten the stuff from me if they had.  They wouldn’t allow me to be hanging onto it now.  Everything was moving so fast today that I just didn’t get a chance to tell you.  I’m sorry.”“Don’t apologize.  That has got to be the best news I’ve had all day!”She hoped the news would be even better when they got home.They did not say much on the plane ride.  Tony caught up on some much needed sleep, but he kept waking up.  He had not spoken of it, but Tashia knew he was really going through some major distress.  If he would only open up to her and let her help.  That is, if she would even be able to help.  Truth be told, she was unsure she had the words for him.  Even if she had, he probably needed to be able to deal with what was going on within him until he was able to talk to her.  If nothing else, she could at the very least offer him that freedom.  Things were not so rosy in her ballpark either.As Tony fell into another light slumber, Tashia began thinking about how she had lost hope so quickly when the envelopes’ contents were out of her reach.  All her strength reserve depleted, and she was not even focusing on how they might be able to overcome that obstacle.  That could not continue to be her attitude.  Many roadblocks were likely to get in their way, but they had to get over them.  She had been so excited when they so easily found what they had been looking for after all those months with no clues.  Then it was all snatched away.  As they rode through the air, she apologized from the depths of her soul to God for taking her eyes off of Him and planting them on the situation.  She made no sound, but her face must have shown her distress because a passing flight attendant asked with great concern if she was all right.  The sound of the woman’s voice woke Tony.  Tashia told her she would be fine, but when she whispered to Tony what she had been praying about, he reassured her that she had reason to become deflated.  It was not as if they were dealing with some insignificant trifle.His words did help her to feel a bit better but the worst part of everything was the continuing pressing doubt about what they had seen. Although whispering, she chose not to speak very openly to him until they were alone again.Tashia told him that she kept going over it in her mind.  “I’m 99.9% sure that things are not how they seem.  My...He just wasn’t like that.  It’s just that 0.1% that keeps nagging at me.  Both of my parents told me he was really a different person when he was younger.  But to do something like that?  I feel guilty that I don’t have complete confidence in him even though I keep trying to tell myself I have reason to doubt.  If someone had said he’d done that, I would without hesitation have called him a liar.  The thing that keeps getting to me is that letter saying he had to make things right.  What did he have to make right?”“I don’t know.  I do know you’re in good company.  I don’t feel guilty about my doubts about my father, but I definitely have them.  I just...”  He put his head in his hand and just shook it.  Tashia took that hand, and he looked at her.  His eyebrows were deeply furrowed.  “He is not the most open man by far, but, as far as I know, he has never lied to me.  I keep thinking maybe he claimed to not know your dad out of protection for him but then I see that doesn’t make things any easier for you.  I don’t know what scares me worse.”“What do you mean?”  She rubbed his hand softly now, wanting him to know it was all right for him to be vulnerable with her.  It made her feel good that he could.He kept starting and stopping until he finally said, “I don’t know if it would make me feel worse to know that your father did something so abhorrent or to find out that he was the good guy while my father played some horrible role.”“Do you think your dad could’ve...?”“No!”  She could tell by his absolute tone the thought had never crossed his mind.  It had not crossed hers either until now, and she realized it was only temporary wishful thinking.  Tashia repented of the thought.  She did not really want her husband to face the possibility that his father was a murderer...no, a butcherer any more than she desired to be confronted with that thought about her dad.  Tony’s voice had only risen slightly, but he brought it down to a whisper again.  “I just wonder if he’s trying to cover something.  Maybe all of them were involved in something they shouldn’t have been.  I don’t know.”“Just thinking about it makes my head swim.”“I know what you mean.  I have not been able to get rid of this headache since last night.”“You and me both.”  He suggested that they at least try to get some rest.  They would be landing fairly shortly, and they needed to be in good shape when they met with Tony’s father.When Mr. Gerard said secluded, he really meant it.  Tony and Tashia drove across the dimly lit bridge in silence.  The restaurant was the one beacon that signaled there was some civilization out there.  When they got across, they were able to see there were some homes in the area, but it seemed that everyone had either left them deserted for the night or had gone to bed.  It was only a little after 7 p.m.They drove over directly from the airport.  Mr. Gerard’s car was there.  He was always prompt.  The only other vehicles likely belonged to employees because they were parked in the back.  When they entered, Tashia commented that she hoped the food was better than the business.  The Maître D’ led them to a table far in the back, where her father-in-law was already sitting.  He stood when he saw them.  There were no other customers present.They were left no time for pleasantries, as their waiter approached almost before they could take their seats.  “Good evening.  I’m Enri.  I’ll be your server tonight.”“Where’s Giovanni?” the elder Gerard asked.“He had to leave early this evening, so I’ll be taking his place.  I hope that meets with your approval.”“That’s fine.”He took their drink orders.  Bottled water for everyone.  Tashia commented to her father-in-law that he must have come to this restaurant frequently.  Before he could respond, his son interjected.  “What did you know about Bradley Burroughs?”  Tony’s facial expression was cross and anxious all at the same time, something that evidently gave his father recognition that this was not a time for a fluff answer.“What do you want to know?”  Tashia looked at him with surprise and wondered how much he would reveal.“Everything.”  Enri was back with the water.  Tashia had to scramble around for an order while her father-in-law decisively made up his mind without even opening the menu and her husband said he would have the same.  Tony had never been there before, but he evidently did not have time to waste on something as insignificant as what he was going to eat that night...if he ate anything at all.  Everything was in French and unrecognizable to her, so she just ordered what they did, hoping she would be able to ingest it.  Enri left, and Tony immediately dove in.  “What do you know about these?”  He pulled out the photocopied pictures of Tashia’s dad with the dead woman out of his attaché case.  His father’s face immediately became sallow, as if all the blood had been drawn out of it.  Tony quickly put the photographs back in the case and put the latter between him and Tashia.  She held her stomach to quell the nausea.  As long as she lived, she could not imagine that she would again see anything as horrible.“Princess Lenei.”  He looked directly at Tashia.  “You’re father had nothing to do with that.”  Tashia felt as if 1,000 pounds of weight had been lifted off of her.  She could not help but grin, as she listened intently for further explanation.  Her smile soon waned, though, as she wondered if her good news would be bad news for Tony.  He looked back at his son.  “I am so sorry.”  He stared at the table for a moment then brought his pointed gaze back to Tony.  Rushing in his speech, he revealed, “I had an affair with her.”  Tony gripped the table so hard, it looked as if he was going to make a permanent imprint in it.  His upper body shook with controlled rage.“She was visiting this country for a year.  She was the daughter of the Prime Minister of Pakistan.  She was from royalty on her mother’s side of the family.  I was quickly rising in the ranks in naval command, and I regularly brushed elbows with people in high political positions.  I don’t say that as something impressive.  It made me feel important back then, but now I see none of that matters.  I met her at a gala.  I couldn’t even tell you who introduced us.”“Was Mom there?”He covered his mouth as he looked down and shook his head then admitted that she was.  He brought his hand back down to his lap and swallowed.  “Your mother was always with me at those functions.  We began to talk, and I liked Lenei right away.  She was beautiful and smart.  She was very wise.  I was only 24 at the time, and she was 21.  I knew I was attracted to her, but I didn’t expect anything to happen.” He looked at his son so earnestly and Tashia saw some of Tony reflected in his father’s eyes.  “Things were not great between your mother and me, but it was not as if I was out looking for another woman.”When he received an invitation to dinner from her, he was shocked and flattered.  The request was that he come alone.  Although the thought that she was interested in him was the farthest from his mind, he thought about declining.  It was probably not the best idea to dine with a woman he was extraordinarily attracted to when he had a wife at home.  But he could not turn down a princess.“Maybe she wanted to pick my brain regarding things we had talked about a few weeks before at the gala.  I just remember them being things you don’t talk about in a crowd.  I had a lot of ideas about relations between our nations that really would not be wise to share with most people, yet I found myself comfortable enough with her to see no threat.  Actually, I was also trying to impress her.  When that night came, I still had not decided if I would go.  I rationalized, though, because really when would a chance like this occur again.  It was not as if I was going to act on anything.  Besides, as I mentioned, I was absolutely, without a doubt, certain she was not interested in me.”Tashia felt her heart beating faster and faster.  ‘Where is he going with this?  What happened?  How did this tie in with my dad?’They talked for hours.  “I kept thinking to myself I wished I had met her earlier.  I wished I married her.”“You slept with her.”“I’m sorry Tony.  I did.  That very night.  I didn’t love her at that point, but I loved what we could be together.  I loved how she saw the world.  Eventually, I loved her.”“Did she love you?”“Yes.”“I feel like I’m going to vomit.”“And you haven’t even eaten yet.”  It was Enri’s attempt at a joke.  He had just walked up on them.  Tashia tried to lighten things by chuckling, and her father-in-law did the same.  There was no pretense where Tony was concerned.  Enri served the food.  “Enjoy.”  With that, he left.  Tashia asked what was on her plate, and her father-in-law said, “Duck a l’orange”.  She was not sure about this, but at least it was not escargot.  She would just try it.“Tony—”“How long did the affair last?”“Until she died.”“Did you kill her?”“No.  I still don’t know who did.”“Does Mom know?”“No.  I’ve never been able to bring myself to tell her.”Tashia realized her eyes had been chasing between the two with the rapid fire question-answer sequence but Tony’s sneer arrested her view on him.“So,” he began slowly, “I guess that makes you honorable.  You don’t kill your mistress, and you don’t kill your wife with the news of what you’ve done.”“Tony.”  Tashia really did not know what to say.  She knew he must feel horrible, but it did not seem that he should talk to his father that way.  Even though the thought of her father sleeping with another woman and butchering her practically drove her out of her mind, if she had any more time with him, she believed she would give him every benefit of the doubt.  Still, she could not really blame Tony.  If she had been in his place and if it had not been for her losing her parents, she would probably have handled things much more boisterously than he was right now.“It’s all right, Tashia.  I deserve that.  I deserve a lot worse.  I beat myself up over this for years, but I finally forgave myself.  I can’t change the past.  I could tell your mother.  Maybe I should, but I have to think of my motives.  Would it be to just clear my conscience?  Could I destroy her like that because of my selfish need to be forgiven?”Tony sat back in the booth with his arms crossed across his chest and his head slightly cocked, as he visually scrutinized his father.  The man’s face remained taut during Tony’s discourse but his eyes initially displayed shock at his son’s words.  “You really think Mom would be destroyed by that news?  Let me tell you something.  She has slowly been destroyed by your distant, unemotional detachment all of these years.  You have not supported her once.”  Tony was not yelling, but the anger in his voice made a raised tone almost welcome.  “She has always supported you.  She has always built you up, and you’ve always torn her down.  You say she’s nosy.  You tell her to be quiet.  You act like she has nothing of value to offer.  Sure, Mom can be annoying at times.  She can be very annoying, but all she wants is the love of her family.  She wants to love them and be appreciated for loving them.”He admitted that he did not treat her that great either.  “I don’t come around her enough.  She gets on my nerves, but, more than that, I don’t like to be around her when you’re there.  I’d rather be with her alone.  The looks you give her and the way you speak to her are demeaning.  It is as if she should be praising God that she is with you because you could have done much better.  I used to buy into that, but I don’t anymore.  I admire you, Dad.  I love hanging around you.  I know you’re proud of me.  We don’t have the closest relationship, but I’m okay with that.  I’m not okay with my parents having such a distant one.“I know it’s not easy to show your emotions.”  He glanced at Tashia and she listened intently to every word. “I have trouble with that too, but you seem to be able to share all the negative ones with her.  You cut her down at every count.  You don’t even have to say anything.  It’s how you are.  It’s your essence.  I’m tired of seeing my mother cower under you.  I’m married, and I understand that other people can’t really know what two people have between them.  I know that, but I also know what you have is not love.”“We do love each other,” his father countered solemnly.“She loves you, but when was the last time you told her you loved her?”  Tony waited for an answer but got none.  “I hear you talk about this other woman, and it is clear you loved her.  It is clear you wanted to spend your life with her.  To this day, are you regretting that you married Mom?”“No.  If I hadn’t married your mother, we wouldn’t have had you.  I hate to say it that way, but it’s honest.  I could have imagined myself with Lenei, but since she’s died, I haven’t been able to imagine myself with anyone else other than your mother.”“Dad, do you even love Mom?  You loved that other woman more, didn’t you?”“Yes, I love your mother.  I was in love with Lenei, but I don’t know if we could have sustained a marriage like Shirley and I have.  You’re right about everything you said.”  It had to have been the first time he had expressed himself to his father this way.  Between the unnerving way the totally reserved, very closed-off Mr. Gerard began to expose a little of his inner thoughts and the manner in which Tony let out so much at one time, there could not have been any other incident like this one.  “I’ve taken so much away from your mother.  I do support her with things she wants to do for the community and such.  She loves those things, and I tell her she should do them because she’s good at it.  I don’t do much else though.  It isn’t that I feel like she should be praising God she has me.  I praise God I have her, and I don’t want her to catch on that she doesn’t have it so good.”His daughter-in-law uttered out, “That’s sick.”“I know.” He nodded in full agreement.  “It is.  I’ve been this way so long with her that it’s like a dance we do.  I don’t know how to be different.  I’m not that sweet of a guy as it is.  I’m getting older.  For me to start saying especially pleasant things to anyone would be like removing all my teeth with pliers.”“But you always said nice things to Tashia.”  She found that hard to believe.  He treated her fine, but he said nothing particularly endearing.He looked at her, and there was a softness in his eyes she had never seen before.  “Tashia was always like a daughter I never had.  I couldn’t help but be sweet with her.  She brought that out in me.”  At that very moment, her heart got very tender toward him.  She felt as if maybe he could one day be something like a dad to her.“Your mother has every reason to leave me.  I’m the one who insisted we send your brother to that institution.”Tashia gasped.  “Brother?”  Tony had not talked to her about a brother.“Terrence.  He was my twin.”“Something was very wrong with him.  It was some chemical thing in his brain that made him hyper and belligerent.  Shirley wanted to keep him home, but we couldn’t handle it anymore.  I drove him to that institution and left him there.  She couldn’t do it.  She went to visit him almost every day, but I couldn’t face seeing him there.  I’d put him away.  A father doesn’t know if he’s done what’s right or not.  We couldn’t handle him, but was I doing what was best for all of us?  He was only seven.  I had to protect you and Shirley though.  I still don’t know if I did the right thing, and with him dying in that place, I really wonder.”Tashia’s heart stilled.  “He died?”“Yes.  He got very ill suddenly and died.  Shirley got the call at home.  She wanted us to go see him, but I said no.  I shouldn’t have said no.  I didn’t want to see my son dead.  I didn’t think she should either, but I now see she needed that.  It has never been over for her because I didn’t let her do that.”How incredibly awful.  This man had been agonizing for years over something no one would know how to handle.  Tashia wanted to hear more about this, but more so she needed to know the answers for which they had come.  She just couldn’t be rude when the man was obviously still in so much pain.  Tony remedied that.  “What about Mr. Burroughs?”  That seemed kind of blunt to her, but he had probably heard this all before.“I taught at Annapolis one semester.  Brad was a student in my class.  He was very, very bright.  Those guys in that class were not that many years younger than I was.  We would sometimes meet at a bar afterwards.  Brad was the straight-laced one.  He wouldn’t drink.  Lots of women would...they were just like that, but he wouldn’t take them up on their offers.” Tashia frowned but then she understood what he had cut himself off from saying.  “Here was this 18-year-old kid, already married, and as faithful to his wife as anything.  Here I was, six years older, and as unfaithful to my wife as anything.”  Tashia remembered her father admitting to her that his eyes used to stray when he was in his late twenties to early thirties.  He promised her, though, that he never took things further than that and had asked God and her mother for forgiveness since.“One night, we went out for one of the guy’s birthday.  He was ripped.  It was the first night of a break they had.  Brad was going to go home, but Dennis really wanted him to be there when he brought in his 19th year.”Tashia thought it was probably crazy to interrupt at this point, but she asked, “You all were in the Navy or the Naval Academy, and you were drinking?  Wasn’t that against the law for 18 and 19 year old boys?”“The legal age was 18 then.”  Tony asked if his father was talking about Dennis Higgins.  He was.  He wanted to know who else was there.“Nathan Langley, Benjamin Oslo, and Ignatius Myers.  We called Myers Ray.  He just looked like one.”  The couple glanced at each other.  “What?” Tony let him know that they would explain later.Since Tony’s dad had a place nearby, he let them all stay there.  None of them wanted to leave Dennis alone.  They thought he might do something crazy like drive off and get himself killed.  “The guy was blasted.  The weird thing was Brad had something to drink that night.  He never drank, but he was depressed about not seeing his wife for a couple of months.  He was young.  He was going to see her the next day, but he was still down.  Strange.  But I liked that.  He was a good kid.  His morals seemed real.  I wished mine were the same.“Brad only had one drink.  In fact, he only drank half the glass.  We had shots and lots of them.  That boy had a glass.”  He chuckled.  “Anyway, he was not gone like Dennis, but you could tell he wasn’t used to that.  We crashed at my place.  Lenei came over.  I tried to get word to her that I was going out with those guys that night.  I tried to get out of it, but they really wanted me to go.  I thought I’d be finished with them early enough to pick her up, but that didn’t happen.  With Dennis being so out of it, I thought it was my responsibility to take him in, and the rest of them wanted to stay with him.  She got worried and came over to see me.”  They were all asleep by the time she got there.  It was around midnight.“I was embarrassed for her to see the place.  You would think with their training, they wouldn’t, but those guys made it look like a dump.”  No matter how well he knew her, she was royalty and he wanted to treat her as such.  “The mess didn’t bother her.”  Tashia watched him as he talked about her.  She saw that he still loved her.“We went in my room, which was on the other end of the apartment.  I don’t have to tell you what happened.  I woke up around 3, and...”  He shut his eyes tightly then covered his face with his hands.“Dad?”  Tony looked around, as if to make sure no one saw him.  There was no one in sight.  Enri must have known not to return until they were finished eating by the cold reception he had gotten.  A good five minutes of stifling silence in which Tashia thought she was going to jump out of her skin transpired before he finally lifted his head.  “Dad, you were crying.”  It was almost a question.  The man’s eyes were clearly moist, but Tony had apparently never seen him do this before.As he continued to talk, the moisture faded.  “She was there next to me.  She looked like she did in those pictures you showed me.  I couldn’t understand.  I still don’t.  If someone did that to her, how is it that I didn’t hear her scream?  She would have had to have screamed, wouldn’t she?”  They nodded slowly and mutely.  “Even if you’re knocked into unconsciousness, it would seem that being bludgeoned like that would wake you.”“Unless she was dead first,” Tashia offered.“That’s a good point.  I’ve thought of that, but it doesn’t add up.  If she had left, been murdered, and then somehow been brought back into the room, there would have been a trail of blood.  There was none.“I panicked.  Nate knocked on the door.  I’d locked it.  If I locked it, how did someone get in to harm her?  You would have thought I wouldn’t have opened it for Nate, but I did.  I wasn’t in my right mind.  He and Ben came up with the plan to put Brad in my bed.  They said he slept like a rock.  He would never know what happened.  I said I couldn’t do that to that boy, but they insisted they couldn’t let me take the fall.  I was a complete coward, Tashia.  I got cleaned up and left the house, while those boys carried your father into my bedroom.  He woke up to that.”Tashia choked out, “Who took the pictures?”“Oslo did.  I came home around 4, and they were all going crazy in there.  Brad was throwing up.  They kept trying to calm him.  I acted like I didn’t know what was going on.  I asked them what happened.  Dennis said Brad had woken up with this dead woman next to him.  He didn’t even remember her.  Brad kept asking me how he could have wound up in my room with her.  He didn’t even know her.  Then Ray blurted out he thought she was the princess from Pakistan who’d been in the country since the prior year.  The other guys were saying no.  Brad kept asking the same question.  It was total chaos.“I finally calmed them down.  I talked as if I was the voice of reason, and they all listened.  I said all I knew was that when I left around 12, they were all in bed.  Brad was too in shock to think on it anyway, but he wouldn’t have doubted that I was taking care of some business until 4 that morning.  I’d told them earlier I would have to get back to do that.  That was just my excuse for trying to get to see Lenei.  I asked him if he remembered anything from the night before, as if I was really concerned.  I was.  I was torn between wanting to do the right thing by that boy and not being torched for the murder of the woman I loved.  He said he vaguely remembered hearing a knock on the door, and he thought he might have gone to open it.  He didn’t remember who was on the other side or if it all might have been just a dream.”Nate said maybe he had slept with her and then killed her.  “Brad asked why he would have done that.  I offered that he was drunk for the first time in his life, and some people do very strange things in that state.  After all, that was why we had not wanted Dennis to be alone.  Yet I came to his defense and said I was sure that might be true for some people but not for Brad.  I suggested that someone had wanted to have her killed and tried to put it on this kid.  Brad kept asking what he was going to do.  They all got excited again because they did not know what to do, but I calmed them.  I told them we would have to get rid of the body.”“You what?!”“I know.  Tony, every time I think of it, I get sick.  I loved her, but I could have her body disposed of like that to save myself.  It was also to save Brad, believe it or not, but I could have told what happened and gotten him off altogether.  There was just no way that I could...”  He paused and his face trembled.  “I should have just told the truth...but I couldn’t.”He supervised them while they got disposed of the body. “Where did they take her?” his son asked, voice painted in horror.“The Bay.  A day does not go by when I do not wonder if they will find her body in the Chesapeake, but they never have.” The joined terror on their way to get rid of the corpse was palpable.  It was uncertain how long darkness would cloak them.  No words were exchanged.  “We took a boat far out, and they did it.  Nate and Ray bagged her and disposed of her along with the knife.  I couldn’t even look.  Dennis and Ben stayed back with Brad.  When we got back, the house was spotless.  I thought Brad helped until I saw him slumped in that corner.  He had not moved since we left.”There was nothing said for a few minutes.  No one had touched much of the meals.  Enri returned to ask if they would care to have their food wrapped up and if they would like some dessert, to which Bryan Gerard said yes apparently so they could finish talking.  “Dad, do you know why Tashia has lost her memory?”The unexpected question shook her.  She did not know if she was prepared to hear the answer.  He had none.“Do you know why she disappeared?”  She was surprisingly not relieved.  Maybe she did need to know.“No.”At that moment, Enri brought their carefully sealed food and the dessert.  Then he left.  “Your father came to me about six months before he and your mother died.”  They had not seen each other in years.  Actually, the only time Bryan Gerard and Bradley Burroughs had laid eyes on one another after that night was when the student came to his office to get his class grade.  He was so grateful for what his professor had done for him.  “I have never felt like such a liar until you asked me when we first met if I’d ever known your father.  He hadn’t gone home that whole break.  It was Christmas, and his wife was without him.”  Tashia was sure that must not have gone over well with her mother, but she realized her father could not have handled being there.  “He wouldn’t let her come out to see him either.  He said he’d decided to tell her, but I convinced him not to.  I don’t even remember my logic, but he bought into it.  Those guys admired me, they looked up to me, and I was just a punk.”“Dad, I’ve never heard you talk that way.”“Well, I’m laying it all on the line tonight.  When he came to me before he died, he’d been investigating Lenei’s murder.  He saw me as the only person he could trust to help him.  Tony, you know Higgins, Myers, and Langley have been over to the house.  Oslo has too but I don’t think when you’ve been around.  They are loyal to the point that it’s scary.  Ben Oslo especially.  They will never tell, and they will stop anyone who does.  They knew Brad had found out some things.  He had not talked to them since that class.  He couldn’t deal with the secret or the memory even though they were all best friends.  He was always the different one, though.  They bonded even more tightly once he was gone.  They threatened his life, the life of his wife, and the life of his child if he continued to try to pursue the truth.  He told me this.  I already knew because they had informed me.  I didn’t let on to him that I was aware of this, but I had told them to stop the threats.  They claimed they did, and I believed them.  I also knew they would never go through with it.  Threats or even some harm, maybe. They would do just enough to stop him but nothing more.“Brad figured they wanted him to stop because they would be implicated.  He was always a good guy, but he had really changed.  He’d told Rachel.”  Tashia got a lump in her throat at the sound of her mother’s name, as that deep ache in her heart returned.  “I think you had already been born, but at least he told her.”  She was finally able to convince him to search for the truth.  He had not up to that point out of loyalty to the rest of them, who he thought stood by him, but he let Mr. Gerard know he could not go on with that woman’s murder over his head.  Someone had taken her life, and nothing had been done.  She was due to return to Pakistan that night and as fate would have it, the plane that she should have been on went down.  There were only to be seven people on the plane, including the pilot.  “Six were found, but our government made the big cover-up that all bodies were identified, including Princess Lenei’s.  Sure, the Pakistani government was more than outraged by her disappearance.” Tashia wanted to know why.  “They probably didn’t buy that the plane wasn’t taken down.  Relations between the U.S. and that nation have never been the same, but no real finger could be pointed.“I don’t know what he discovered, but it was obviously too much because when your mother and father were coming from the airport that night, someone shot out their rear tires and they were killed.”“How do you know that?” Tashia asked breathlessly.“Oslo told me he found out someone was paid to do it and to replace those tires with ones just like them.  There are people who know, but they’ll never tell.”  Tashia covered her mouth tightly with her hand, and Tony put his arm firmly around her shoulder.“Did Oslo pay that person?”“No.  He met the man who did it, but he told me he wouldn’t tell him who’d paid him.  He bragged about what had been done, but he probably knew it would be lights out for him if he disclosed anything else.”“When I met Tashia that night, why didn’t you try to keep me from her?”“I didn’t want to.  I didn’t want to keep you from that happiness.”“But something might have come out one day.  This is a girl I’d just met, and you were willing to take that chance?”“With you, yes.  I have done very little honorable in my life, but one thing I have done is try to do my best by you.  I could not spoil your happiness to save myself.  I just couldn’t.  I’m an accomplice to murder twice over because I haven’t said anything.  I’ve been a horrible husband.  I wasn’t the best father to my other son.  I’m supposed to be an example to you, and I’m the worst example you could ever find.”Tashia shook her head.  “None of us is perfect, Dad.”He looked at Tashia with surprise at her grace.  Here he had just told her that he knew how her parents were killed, he had not said anything, and she was showing him compassion.  “No, I guess we’re not.  I just wish I could help you.  I know you found out about our involvement with what happened to Lenei because you approached me before you disappeared.  I’m sure that’s not why you lost your memory because as infuriated as you were, you were dealing with it.”Tashia wanted to know how she had come to find out about Lenei but he did not know because she would not tell him.  “You said I had been like a father to you, and I had stabbed your father in his back.  That I had allowed him to take the fall.  Other than losing Lenei, I have never been so hurt in my life.  Not even when I found out about Terrence.”Tashia had to confess that she was not certain she should be sorry about that and he said she really should not.“You had every reason to be angry with me.  Oslo and those guys never let on that they knew you were closing in on some very dangerous information.  They still don’t admit to it, and I’m not sure if I shouldn’t believe them.”  Tony gawked at him and asked why in the world he would consider trusting then. “Because they don’t let me in on everything, but they are honest when I ask them.”  Tony and Tashia just shook their heads.  “I know I sound naïve, but I’m just not sure what to think.  You came to confront me after I got home from work that evening.  The next night Tony told Shirley and me you were missing.  I really don’t know anything else except you two had better stop doing what you’re doing.”Tony asked him what he meant.“Oslo told me they found you and Ms. Gallows in my office the other night.  I know and they all know you weren’t doing what you claimed.  They were able to trace what you’d been looking for.  They know you were looking for their files, but there’s nothing on them incriminating.”Tashia opened her mouth to ask if they were on to the other things they had done, but Tony spoke up probably, she thought, to prevent her from revealing something she shouldn’t.  “Dad, you’re right.  There really wasn’t much there, but I just want to help my wife.  Can you understand that?  Tashia had nothing to do with what Stephanie and I did.”“But you must be involved in something now.  How did you get those photographs?”“I can’t tell you.”  He had not let his parents know where they were going that weekend.  His father probably thought they were just late because they were not as punctual as he was and not because they had just come from the airport.“Tony.”“Dad, it’s for your own protection.  The photos don’t really help us, though, do they?  All it shows is Mr. Burroughs was a murderer, and we know he wasn’t.”“I wonder what went through my mother’s mind when he told her,” Tashia whispered.“He had come to the point where he knew he had to have been set up.  He didn’t believe he slept with her, and he knew he couldn’t have killed her.  From how he spoke, I got the feeling your mother knew the same.“Tony, I want you to give me the pictures.”“Why?”“Because you’re in danger if you have anything in your possession related to that time.”“Has anyone said we’re in danger?”“No, but Oslo made clear I needed to get my son and daughter-in-law to stop snooping.  He’s crazy.  I wouldn’t trust him with your lives.”  He again emphasized that he didn’t believe he would murder them but it was certain he would not be cautious in making sure they were protected either.Something else seemed to concern Tony.  “How do I know you won’t hand these over to him?”  His father’s mouth flapped open as if he had just punched him in the stomach.  “I’m sorry, Dad.  I’m really sorry.  I know you wouldn’t do anything to harm us.  I didn’t mean it that way.  I just meant he wouldn’t want you hanging onto them either.”He concurred but he still wanted him to hand them over to him.  Tony insisted that he could not do that.What are you going to do with them?  Will you get rid of them?  I’m begging you.”Tony hesitated but then he consented.  Tashia protested.  What was he thinking?  This was her father, not his.  “Sweetheart, I know that.  This can’t help us.  These pictures can only hurt us.”  She thought he might be right, but he couldn’t get rid of the other photocopies.  “Dad, I’ll get rid of them tonight.  I don’t want to take the chance that Oslo, Higgins, Myers, or Langley might find you with them.  They have more access to you than to me.”“Yes, they do.”“It’s not that I think you’d just hand them over, but... ”“I understand.  If I’m really with them, what reason would I have for trying to hang onto them myself?”  He finished his last bite of dessert and motioned to Enri, who accepted his credit card.“I have one more question unless you have more answers to give us.”“None that I can think of at the moment.”“Do you know how Secretary of Defense Wiles might have been involved in this?”“Wiles?  I have no clue.  Why?”“He was listed with the other men’s names.”  Before his father could ask him to what list he was referring, he explained that Tashia had apparently given Stephanie a list of names before she disappeared.  Wiles was on the list.“How much does Mrs. Gallows know?”“Nothing.  She only knows Tashia wanted access to those files.  She tried to get them for us, but Wiles’ could not be opened.  As you said, there is nothing pertinent on any of them, and I don’t think she really saw anything anyway.”Tony’s father said he knew very little about Wiles except one thing. He was going to be President of the United States year after next.Tashia coughed, “President?  I’ve heard nothing about him in the news.”“You will within the next year.”“And you think he’s going to be President?”He nodded assuredly with no hint of humor. “I know he will be.”Tashia chuckled.  “But Dad, we vote for presidents, so...”  She stopped in response to his pointed stare.“Tashia, presidents are not voted in...they are chosen.”  Tashia frowned with worry and glanced at Tony.  His dad explained that Wiles wasn’t Secretary of Defense back when they were at Annapolis.  He was one of the deans at the Academy, however.  They all currently worked for him.  “Tony, you work for him when it comes down to it.  None of us has any real connection though.  He’s just our boss.  Back then, he was nothing to us.  If I didn’t really know him back then, I’m sure they didn’t.”Enri returned with the card and thanked them.  They thanked him as well, and they left.When they were outside, Tashia gave her father-in-law a heartfelt embrace.  Somehow with all the inner turmoil he was probably still facing and with how transparent he had shown himself that night, she couldn’t be angry with him.  None of them could change the past.  He drove to his home, and they drove to theirs with the photos secure in Tony’s attaché case.“You can untie him now.  You did a good job.”Philip, the Maître D’, untied Giovanni and removed the tape from his mouth.  The sock stuffed practically down his throat muffled his scream of pain from the tape ripping at his mustache. “Here you are.”  Enri handed him $5,000 in cash.  Philip smiled gratefully and, in turn, handed him the tape recorder that had been sealed under the Gerards’ dinner table.  “This is between us.”“Yes, sir.”“Are you sure he won’t talk?” he asked, glancing at Giovanni.“I’m sure.”“We’re sorry we had to do that to you.”  Enri acknowledged his two bull ox assistants who had neatly packaged Giovanni away for the evening.  “You were just too nervous to pull this off, and we weren’t sure if you would snitch.”“I—I—I—I would never say anything.  I like Mr. Gerard, but you told me what you’d do to my family if I said anything.  That’s all I need to hear.”“Good.  That’s all we need to hear too.  You can close up the restaurant now.  It’s going on 10.  You’d both better be getting home.”Philip and Giovanni thanked him.  With that, he and his assistants left.“I’m sorry Giovanni.”“I’m your son.  How could you let them do that to me?”“I was scared.  Listen, let’s close up and go home.  I’ll drive you.”“I guess you have to since you drove me here, but I don’t know if I even want to be in the same car with you.”“Giovanni, please.”Tony and Tashia sat across from each other at breakfast the next morning, shocked at the headlines.  The owner of the restaurant and his son were tragically killed in an automobile accident the night before.  Were their tires shot out too?  The article did not say.  Five thousand dollars in counterfeit bills was found on them.Chapter XIX“I’m sorry to leave you in the lurch like this.”“Tomorrow is just a Teachers Conference day.  No students.  I can handle the rest of the day.”  After that week, they would be off for Spring Break anyway.  “Go.  Have fun.”“Thanks Sheryl.  I will.”“Tashia, what’s wrong?”They were standing in the parking lot.  Tashia had worked the morning with her.  She was about to go home.  She and Tony decided she should definitely not wait to go to Bainbridge after seeing the paper that morning.  He called her at work and told her he was not able to get a flight for her until 6:02 the following morning which meant they would have to be to the airport super early and wake up even earlier.  What he had arranged for that day, however, was a meeting with Anuli’s uncle, a former detective.  Tashia was not so sure about leaking out additional information to anyone, but she agreed to at the very least meet with him.  Then they had to rush back home so she could pack, eat something, finish preparing for the trip to Georgia, and get some sleep before the alarm sounded.When Sheryl repeated her question, Tashia told her she just had a lot on her mind.“Do you want to talk about it?”“I can’t.”  Sheryl’s expression was immediately downcast.  “It’s not you.  I just have to deal with some things right now.”“You know you can come to me with anything, don’t you?  I’d be here for you.”“I know, Sheryl.  You’re one of my best friends.  I just have to handle it... I just can’t talk about it right now.  If I can later, I will.  It’s really not you.  I’d tell you if I could.”“Okay.  I just want to make sure you’re all right.”“I am.  I will be.”“I’m sure you will.  Have you talked to Tony about it?”“Yes.  He’s really the only one.”  She didn’t think Sheryl was the jealous type, but she didn’t want her to think she had confided in Stephanie and not her.  Actually, she hadn’t even told Stephanie the latest developments from what happened in North Carolina up to what occurred when they returned to Maryland.  All she knew was that she was going to Georgia and Tony would join her in a few days if he could.“If I know you, you’ve talked to God, too.”“Yes, I have.  I talk to Him all the time.  How about you?”“I’ve been talking to Him a lot lately.  Steven and I both have.”“Really?!”“I don’t want to talk about myself when you’re going through things right now.”“Please.  Talk about yourself.  I want to know what’s happening with you.”“Well,” she said with her green eyes sparkling all the while, “Steven and I committed our lives to Christ Friday night during our time with Pastor Eliot.”Tashia gasped then hugged her so tightly, and Sheryl just giggled.  “Oh Sheryl, that’s wonderful!  That’s the best news I’ve heard in I don’t know how long!”When they let go of each other, she saw that Sheryl’s wide grin remained.  She actually looked radiant.  “I’m so excited.”“I’m sorry.  I’m probably not being a good example to you right now with my mind being on so many things.”“You’re a great example.  You’ve shown me that you don’t need to be perfect to live your life for Christ.  I saw you and Tony going through things, and you would just give it to God.  He would work it out, just like you always said He would.  Steven and I are real imperfect, and it seems the more imperfect you are the more He does with you.  I finally started listening to that radio program you’ve been telling me about for the last several years.  Some of those people’s marriages were wacko, but He changed them.  If He could do that for them, I know He can do that for us.  We have a long way to go as individuals and as a couple.  That’s all right.  I now know He’ll be with us every step of the way, as you’ve always said.  I just want to thank you for everything even though I could never thank you enough.” Sheryl had been grinning from ear to ear nearly the whole time in her speech but now she just peered at her friend with the greatest sincerity.“You already have.  The best gift of all is knowing someone you love is now sharing her life with the One who loves us most of all.”Tashia could not have been more overjoyed.  Things had been so bleak, but with this absolutely wonderful news, they were really looking up now.  Even if the darkness in her own life returned, at least her friend was at the beginning of the greatest journey ever.Anuli’s Uncle Charles was a thin man.  About 5’7”.  He was somewhat fair-skinned which surprised Tashia due to his Nigerian heritage.  She later discovered that his mother was from Cuba, which might have explained his appearance a bit.  His hair was curly, cut low, and mostly gray.  His goatee was gray as well.  He had a certain swagger when he walked.  His age lines led her to believe he was older, but she learned that he was a contemporary of her aunts and uncles.He had decided to meet them at the Baltimore Harbor.  Although Tashia felt exposed to the world at the location, she began to understand his rationale as he gave his explanation.Charles looked out at the boats while he leaned against a rail.  “You’re being followed and that’s fine.”  A chill went through Tashia.  “No one can hear you here.  Unless someone is somewhere reading my lips right now, you’re probably a lot safer here than your home.”Tashia glanced at Tony and then looked at the former detective with worry.  When Tony mentioned that he had recently been bothered when he thought that there might be internal surveillance in their home, Charles agreed that could be a possibility. Tony had never mentioned his concern to Tashia.“The house was a wedding gift?  Correct?” Tony told him it was.  Charles nodded with a wry smile.  “That Nuli isn’t as knuckle-headed as he seems.  He got that right.”  Tony smiled as well.  Tashia got the impression Tony might come to like this guy.  “And your car is from...?”“The Department.”“Yeah,” he concluded, “they got you where they want you.”But Tashia did not understand why they would not have pounced on them yet if that was true.  Charles was not saying that he knew for sure that they were under surveillance, but that was his high suspicion.  It was clear, of course, that they had been followed in North Carolina.  Tashia started to pull on her fingers until she noticed him mark her maneuver.  “Sorry,” he apologized.  “Just the former detective in me.  Must be slippin’ though.  I was more slick about my observations in the past.”As to Tashia’s question, that was only part of the mystery he hoped to help them answer.  If they would allow him to, he knew people who could determine if there was a “spying situation” in their house.  “They’ll just come to deal with a computer and security camera issue you’re having.”  Tashia frowned but then she got it.  “And if someone is wondering who this guy is who is meeting us...?” Tony did not finish his question but Charles simply replied, “Just call me Uncle Charles” then flashed a broad grin. They could accept that.  He would have to be one of those lost relations from her father’s side.They also spoke a bit about the Pakistan deal, both concerning Princess Lenei and Valerie’s misdeeds on Tony’s work computer.  His eyebrows furrowed and his eyes narrowed as he listened.  “If I’m not mistaken,” he observed in his raspy voice, “her father was taken out of power by a coup.”“W-what?” Tony queried.“I have an insider investigative journalist friend, so I’ll look into it more.  We go way back.  She’s alternative.”  To Tashia, it seemed like he was speaking an alternative language, but Tony nodded knowingly.  “If anyone can, she’ll get us the real story.  Not that junk propaganda they try to feed us.”  Tashia was not sure if the “they” he was referring to was the government, but she did know that in this short time, her confidence in this gentleman had grown rapidly.  He seemed as if he could get information they would not be able to access without much difficulty and danger.  Or at least he knew the road to get them to the answers they were seeking.There still remained another big question, however.  Money.  Tashia was timid about bringing it up but because no one else was saying anything, she asked him how much he would charge them if they decided to use his services.“Uh...let me see,” he said as he stroked his goatee.  “I don’t want to throw you back too much.” Tashia held her breath.  She really wanted this guy’s help and did not want a big bill to be the cause of Tony saying they needed to look elsewhere.  Then he put up his hand in the form of an “O” with a smirk plastered on his thin face.  Tashia looked at Tony for an answer but just saw his pleased expression.“So how much?” she reiterated.Her new uncle then looked at her with a softness in his rust-brown eyes.  “The cost is zero.  I couldn’t charge you kids for this.”  They both began to protest but he raised his hand which immediately stopped them.“Listen, this isn’t my profession any longer but I’m thankful for the opportunity to be able to play in it a little bit again.  Not that I consider this to be a game,” he was quick to add.  “I just enjoy solving puzzles.  Besides, you’re friends of my family.”  Tony began to tell him that he had to offer him something for his work even if it was just symbolic of their gratitude.  Charles directed all of his attention to him.“Okay, man, this is the last time I’m going to tell you, so listen carefully.”  His tone was kind of jovial but Tashia could tell he meant every word that left his mouth.  “I’m a Christian and I do this because it’s a blessing to me.  I thank God He gave me one more chance to help somebody.”  He cleared his throat and quickly worked up plans to have his “people” come over for the security work.Oh, Tashia was sold.  He was Anuli’s uncle and he would not have recommended him if he did not think he was fully trustworthy.  And he was a Christian?  She read something in his rapid shift of subject, but it did not matter.  This guy was a keeper.Still, when she and Tony walked toward their vehicle and she heard her husband mutter, “Surrounded by Christians,” she had the most disconcerting feeling.They got to the airport by 4:30 a.m.  He got out of the car to help her carry her bags.  He wasn’t going to be able to stand there because it was only for dropping off passengers and then getting out of the way.  He walked her inside anyway.  “I want you to call me at work to let me know you got there okay.”“I will.”  This was too rushed.  He’d woken up, got her bags in the car, and raced off with her to the airport.  They got there so fast it seemed they hardly had any time to talk.  “I-I’ll miss you.”“Tashia, I’ll miss you too.  It’s only two, three days tops.”“I haven’t been away from you that long since I’ve been back.”“Please don’t look so sad.  Look, I have to go.  I’ll call you tonight by 10 or 11 the latest even if I hear from you first.”“Tomorrow night, too?”“Yes, tomorrow night too.”“The next night, too?”“I should be there by then.”  She was trying to hide her downcast expression, but she was apparently unsuccessful.  “Okay, sweetheart, I’ll call before I leave home.  I love you.”  He kissed her so softly and tenderly.“I love you too.”He rushed out to the car.  She moved up on line and when she turned around to see him drive away he was already gone.  She realized that her bottom lip was sticking out and she stopped its quivering.  They hadn’t kissed since that early morning after the thunderstorm because she’d told him it made her so nervous when he kissed her and because he’d said it was so difficult for him to stop at a peck...whether long or short.  But he’d just pecked her, and she wished they had time for more.  She just wished he was there with her.Tony was dog-tired.  He would have had to get something to eat on his way home that evening, but he discovered when he got back from the airport that morning that Tashia had cooked before she went to bed the night before.  What a sweet woman.  She reached him at work, but they only spoke for about thirty seconds because he had to go to a meeting.  It was 7 p.m. now.  If traffic was good, he should be home by no later than 8:15 or 8:30.  He turned on the car and starting driving.“Stop the car.”  He screeched it to a halt and his heart beating halted at the same time.  The butt of hard metal pressed steadily into the back of his skull.  “Don’t turn around.”  He looked in the rear view mirror, but he could see no one.  “How was your little photocopying trip?”“What?”“Don’t play stupid, Tonyboy.  Where are the photographs?”“I shredded them.”“I said don’t play stupid.  We know you shredded the originals.”‘‘We?  Is there someone else in here with us?”“What happened to the ones you copied?”He was frightened, but he realized he needed to play up that fear real well beyond its current level so this guy would think he had him where he wanted him.  “That—that’s what I mean.  I got rid of those, too.  I got rid of them last night.  Honest.”“What about all the other documents?  I know you weren’t stupid enough not to copy those too.”“I wanted to, but I didn’t have time.”“Had to get back to the wife?”“Yes.”  He did not like him mentioning Tashia.“Are the photographs still in the shredder?”“They’re in the garbage next to the shredder.”“We want to see them.”“They’re all the way at my home in Maryland.”He tapped him against the back of his head with the gun.  “What did I just say?”“You said you wanted to see them.”“Very good Tonyboy.  Don’t make me repeat myself again.”He drove the whole way home with his heart jammed between his chest and his throat.  No one said a word.  It was quiet as a morgue so much so that if it had not been for there being no opportunity or reason for them to leave, he would have thought he might have been alone.They went through nearly every crevice in his home.  The shorter one was very neat.  He replaced everything after the taller one threw it on the floor.  They wore ski masks.  He almost found the thought of modern day criminals resorting to hiding behind masks comical, but the situation he was in was not at all funny.  They went through every portable drive and stole the ones with the personnel files.  He’d scanned all the photographs and the documents the previous night before shredding them with the exception of those in Tashia’s scrapbook.  He’d burned everything except the shredded photocopies of the photographs, and he planned to burn those that night.  He hoped they would not find the disks onto which he’d scanned all that vital information.  He also hoped they would not discover the scanner in the trunk of his car.After having him accompany the tall one to every room while the other one apparently did some of his own investigation, they finally said they were done.  “You and your little wife had better stop snooping around or else she’ll lose her memory permanently.  Do you understand?”“Yes.  We won’t do anything else.  It’s over for us.”“Did I say you could speak?”When Tony didn’t answer, the shorter one sucker punched him.  He tried to grab at him, but the other one took him down.  They beat on him and kicked at him mercilessly.  They beat him so badly he became dizzy to the point that he could hardly see.  They finally left, and he heard a car screech away.  That must have been their ride.He lay there in his own blood not knowing if he’d be able to move.  He did not want Tashia to find out.  He had to get to a hospital.  It felt like one of his ribs might have been broken.  After about fifteen minutes, he was able to slither across the kitchen floor over to the phone.  He pulled at the wire and it fell onto the ground.  He managed to call his father, who rushed right over to take him to the emergency room.By the time he was all bandaged up, it was 10.  The doctor had asked him what happened, and he just said two guys jumped him.  She asked if he wanted to call in the police so he could press charges, but he said no.  He had not even seen their faces.  There were no broken bones, but he was in excruciating pain.  His rib was badly bruised.  She gave him muscle relaxers to take around the clock.  How was he going to go to work tomorrow?  He needed to close up some business.  If he took the Flexeril, he would be too knocked out to make it through the day for sure.  Now, all he knew was he had to make it through the night and somehow speak to his wife without her catching on that something was wrong with him.  The pain was absolutely killing him“Are you having a good time down there?”“Yes, I am, but I miss you.”“I miss you too.”  Tony tried his hardest, but he knew he did not sound too convincing.  He did miss her, but he was still in so much pain each time he breathed that it was a struggle to talk at all.“Tony, is everything all right?”“I’m tired.  It’s been a long day.  I’d better go.  I’ll talk to you tomorrow night.”“Okay.”  The hurt in her voice could not be missed.“Night.”“Aunt Kyana, he hung up before I could even say good night back to him.  He said he missed me, but he didn’t sound like it.”  They were sitting on the bed in Ebony’s room.  Just as she finished speaking those words, her cousin came in with a tray of apple cider, Grandpop-style.  Each lady took her drink and Ebony sat, legs crossed at the ankles, at a swivel chair at her desk listening but not offering anything.Ebony had been a skinny-legged 14-year-old kid the last time Tashia remembered seeing her.  Now she was a very beautiful, poised 23-year-old woman, a perfect blend of her parents.  Her younger brothers would be coming home for Spring Break the next afternoon.  Tashia, Ebony, her aunts, and her uncles spent a good part of the day over at a barbecue at Uncle Micah and Aunt Olivia’s house.  Their now adult sons played the dozens with her and Ebony as they always had.  What a great time.  Despite how bizarre it was to be trading snaps with cousins who were adolescents when she last saw them, it felt almost like when they were itty bitty kids with the gaping exception of her parents and their grandparents not being there.  She, Ebony, Uncle David, and Aunt Kyana got back to their house around 11.  Tony called then.  After having been anxious about him maybe calling and missing her, Tashia was so happy he reached her.Now that he had, her emotions were all jumbled.  She glanced cautiously at Ebony.  This probably was not the best time, but given her stress level, Tashia decided that she really needed to talk to Aunt Kyana.“Didn’t you say he sounded tired?”“He sounded exhausted, and he said he was, too.”“From everything you’ve told me today and tonight, I can’t see any reason why you should think he isn’t missing you.  Do you think he would say he did if he didn’t?”Tashia had to think about that one.  No.  She guessed he would not do that. “It’s just that I miss him so much.  I’ve been really praying about this, but I get so frightened sometimes.”  She looked at Ebony again.  Her cousin listened attentively and nodded her head encouragingly for her to continue. Tashia let out a deep breath. “I’m getting better, but sometimes I’m just so scared.”  Her aunt wanted to know what she feared.  “Feeling too much for him.”  Tashia was unsure Aunt Kyana could relate.“Oh, you have no idea.  I definitely know how that feels.”“Really?”  It had never been this way before, but Tashia wondered if she should talk about what had been on her mind so much lately with Ebony being present.  Her brain was split in attention between what her aunt was saying and her internal mental review of what had been bothering her.“Yes, really.  I was very afraid of getting close to David when we first met.  In fact, it took me almost a year to give my heart to him because I’d been hurt so horribly before.”“But Uncle David wouldn’t hurt you.  Not on purpose anyway.”“And Tony would?”Oh.  She guessed she had a point.“Listen, you know how Ebony feels about Tony, but I’m not sure if you know how I feel.”She seemed to have affection for him.  In fact, when all of them made the visit up to Maryland in December, it was evident that they all did.  Still, Tashia did not know how far that affection extended.“I love that boy.”  Tashia giggled and so did Ebony.  “It is not easy for him to be the husband you need, but he is really trying.  Do you know why?” Tashia shook her head.  “Because he loves you.  He wants to do the best by you even if he’s not sure how.  He and I have talked throughout the years, and I’ve seen a real change.  He has matured so much over the last few years.  Things are not going to always be peachy.  There may be times when you wonder how he feels about you.  That’s normal.  I know you’ve heard the story how David risked his life for mine three times.  Three times, Tashia. You’d think I’d be set for life, but there were still days or even months when I wondered if he might have been losing interest in me.”Even after hearing about the story of the little seductress dental hygienist, that was still so difficult for Tashia to believe.  Of course, there was not talk of specifics with their daughter being present, but Tashia did stress her incredulity.“It’s true.  You remind me of me in how you really need to be affirmed.  You need to hear that you’re loved and why you’re so special to your husband just about all the time, don’t you?”“Yep.  That’s me.  Do you think that’s vain?“No way.  That’s how God made you.  We all need reassurance that we’re loved.  God does that all the time throughout His Word.  Some of us just need to hear it more than others.  In that regard, I had it easy with David.  All I had to do was let him know he was slipping, and he would pretty much slide right back into gear.  Tony isn’t like that.  It’s a struggle for him to express his emotions.  You want to know what he’s feeling.  God worked it out perfectly.”  Tashia didn’t know what she meant.  They were so different. Aunt Kyana explained that when two people were different, they really had to learn how to rely on the Lord to look to the other person’s needs.  “That’s what makes it so hard.  When it goes beyond just what you want to what you need, it isn’t easy to think about the other person.  Tony really hasn’t had to think about anyone but himself.  He was an only child.”While he technically was not, Tashia knew that he lived most of his life as one.  This, of course, was nothing she shared with her family.  Aunt Kyana asked Tashia if he had been trying hard to meet her needs since she got back.“Yes, he truly has, and I know it hasn’t been easy for him.”  Her aunt looked in her eyes as if she could read what was behind them.  Although Tashia knew that was not the case, she was aware that she could not erase the frown that seemed to be embroidered in her brow.  If anything, she could not hide from either of them her worry.  Before either could ask her what was wrong, she decided to bite the bullet.She said nothing about the specific identity of the person, but she mentioned Tony’s reaction when they met a Christian gentleman recently.  Tashia talked non-stop for about 10 minutes, as she divulged one of the sources of her stress with rocket speed and with barely a breath taken.  She just did not get Tony.  He talked about praying for her, although she never really saw that he prayed about anything.  He would thank God with one breath then make a sarcastic, kind of undercover remark the next that someone might not easily catch.  He seemed to respect the “path” she was on but would sometimes make light fun of other Christians.  When Tashia tried to explain to him that she was not following some man-made religion but had a real relationship with her Heavenly Father, he would listen politely with never more of a comment than a small shake of the head before changing the subject.“You say God worked this out perfectly, but should I have ever married this person?  How...”  She folded her hands tightly in her lap as she thought. “How are we supposed to relate to each other on the deepest level when he doesn’t have the same relationship I have?  When he doesn’t even know God?  I can see that he wants to be a better husband, but does he even have the ability without the Holy Spirit working through him?”Tashia looked pleadingly at her aunt for answers.  But she got none at the moment.  Aunt Kyana confessed that she was speaking generally in terms of how God left us with challenges to mature us.  “As to if you should have married Tony in the first place, I have no comment because you’re married to him now.”  Whether she should have or not did not make a bit of difference at this point.Tashia explained that it was not that she was unhappy that he was her husband.  “I’m just...”  She did not know what she was feeling exactly other than love that felt that it would burst out of every pore if she continued to try to restrain it and sorrow that he had no concept of what...or Who...every aspect of her life centered around.Ebony sat down the now empty glass of cider she had been savoring and finally spoke.  “He does have the mental concept.”  Tashia frowned in question.  “You’ve spoken to Tony ad nauseum.  I don’t think his battle is intellectual.  I don’t think he’s battling at all.”  Wow.  Every time she heard Ebony speak, it was as if she had just dropped into another world.  This was when they were on the phone, but now she had the double dose of seeing an adult woman and listening to her as well.Tashia thought she got what Ebony was saying, and Aunt Kyana confirmed that she did with her observation.  “You think you haven’t shared with him how scholars who aren’t even Christians are convinced by the evidence that the apostles went to their deaths because of their belief that Jesus raised from the dead, that some even believe the resurrection probably happened but won’t deal with Jesus as Lord because they don’t want Him, and the mountain of compelling evidence for why you’re not believing a lie?  You don’t think you’ve driven him half crazy?” Aunt Kyana expressed with a chuckle.“You can’t do that again,” Ebony added and Tashia looked at her with surprise then quickly welcomed the comment.  For once, her cousin was trying to give Tony a chance.  Tashia promised that she had been good since she returned.  Or at least she had tried to be.  Based on what she had read in her journal regarding the discord she had added to their already rocky marriage, Tashia had decided that while talking at times was all right, she was going to follow the path of the I Peter 3 type of woman.  Winning her husband by her behavior and not her words.Both her cousin and aunt commended her for that, knowing it could not be easy.  Ebony commented that Tony had heard it all before, so it was not as if Tashia had to say “nary another word”.“It’s not like he’s lost his memory,” Tashia joked and they laughed along with her.Ebony made the observation that maybe she should not be so offended by his sarcastic remarks.  “How often do you make fun of him for his diet and health regime?” she asked with a smirking smile and raised eyebrow.  Ouch!  Tashia felt her hips growing from her hypocrisy.  “He could run down all the reasons why it’s crazy for you to eat the things you do, and you might understand it intellectually but—”“I wouldn’t want to live that way.”  Then she countered, “Even people like you have to admit, though, that he’s a little nuts.”  Mother and daughter just exchanged glances and shrugged their shoulders which gave Tashia the impression that they thought she might not get where Tony –or even they—were coming from completely on an intellectual level.  “So...,” she pondered, “even if Tony gets the facts, you’re saying that he doesn’t so much care about them?”Ebony and her mom consented with strong head nods.  “He doesn’t want to live like that,” they answered in unison.  Then Ebony added, “It is so much more than intellect.  We have spiritual eyes that now see because the Holy Spirit enabled us to see.  Before that, which one of us had sharper spiritual vision than Tony?”Tashia always liked that girl.  She had always been so much wiser than her age equivalent but now she had given her more to think on than ever.  Not that she had been blatantly ignorant to what her cousin had shared, but she had been so wrapped up in her day-to-day circumstances, that she could barely see beyond them.  Tony was not interested in God any more than she was in lentil burgers.  Sure she might try a taste. but she wasn’t really into it.  Sure, he might say a prayer once in a while but he was not going anywhere near a fully committed life to Christ.  When she brought it up, they both agreed that while her decision might have temporal consequences, his would have eternal ones.“That is what’s the hardest because I...”  Tashia forced back the tears.  “I love him so much.”  Ebony rolled toward the bed in her chair and took her hand.  She looked directly in Tashia’s eyes with the compassion she had seen so often in Aunt Kyana’s and in Uncle David’s.  “And it’s even worse now,” she choked out.When her aunt inquired how so, she glanced down bashfully at her lap then looked at each of them with a timid smile.“Aunt Kyana,” she whispered, “Tony kissed me for the first time last week.”“That’s wonderful!”  She grinned.  Then she paused.  “Isn’t it?”“Yes and no.  I want him to kiss me.”“Do you want more than that?”She swallowed, nodded shyly, then looked at Ebony who was no longer holding her hand.  Instead of taking her spot near her desk, however, she remained close to them and listened with a keen ear.  Ebony was single so Tashia really was not sure how much they should go into the subject. Aunt Kyana, who looked at Tashia expectantly and while of course tactful in her speech, did not seem to have the same concern.  “I even told him I loved him.”  They both gasped and Aunt Kyana, who had known she was having trouble expressing her true feelings to him, beamed with excitement.  “I know he really wants more than kissing, but that would mean I couldn’t hang on to anything else.”“Do you mean your heart would be totally given to him?”“Yes.  That’s exactly what I mean.  I know I’m his wife, and I shouldn’t be letting something so insignificant like fear of a crushed heart get in our way.”  Tashia could not even bother to laugh at her attempt at a joke and the return of their furrowed brows made it clear that they had not failed to note this.  “I anguish over this sometimes, and then I ask God to relieve my anxiety.  It’s the whole thing.  Everything is scary.  Sex seems so weird.  It’s not like anything I’ve ever done before...well, not that I remember.”“I know what you mean.”“You do?”  She hoped her aunt really did.  Maybe someone could understand how she felt.“You share everything together.  You might go grocery shopping together, you might cook together, and you might even study together.  I know I was real excited when David came into my life and we did all these things together.  The thing is, those things were exciting, but they weren’t different.  I’d gone grocery shopping with other people before.  I’d done all those things before.  When he came back into my life, I was excited we were finally going to get married and to share our love in every way.  When I thought about what that really meant, though, I was terrified.  I avoided thinking about it as much as I could until it was the week of our wedding, and I had to think about it.  I think you’ll be surprised.”“By what?”“How God takes away your fears when the man you love is holding you in his arms, and you realize how much he loves you.  We are not to be anxious about anything, but sometimes it is walking out on that faith despite any fears we might have that wipes away that anxiety.”Tashia thought about this for a little while.  She was right.  And if she was that scared and everything turned out all right, then maybe she would be fine, too.Her aunt agreed with her conclusion.  “You will.  Remember, you’re never in anything alone.  The Lord is always with you.”“And if Tony loves you,” Ebony said then changed her course a bit in response to her mother’s long sideways look.  “I do think...It’s not that I’m saying he doesn’t.  Anyway,” she waved both hands as to dismiss her digression, “I don’t know much about these things yet, but you know I’ll be praying for you.”Tashia definitely did know that.  Her aunt said she would too then reached over and gave Tashia a big hug.“Thank you, Aunt Kyana.”“You know I’d do anything for you.  You’re my little Tashia.”  She did know she would do anything for her.  She always had.Tony managed to get into work for a couple of hours the next day.  His face was only slightly bruised because they did most of the damage to the body, but he moved as if he was in pain.  When people asked him what was wrong with him, he said, “Two thugs beat me down because they wanted some documents I had.”  Word was sure to get back to Oslo or at least Regal about him opening his mouth that way, but at that moment he really did not care.  Chapter XXThe next day, Tashia and Ebony had a ball all day long.  They had stayed up practically all night talking.  Tashia finally went into the guest room around 6 a.m.  She did not want to take a chance and sleep in Ebony’s bed with her.  Unless things had radically changed, that nice calm girl by day transformed into a wild one at night.  Tashia would be as likely to wind up with a black eye from how her cousin slept as she would have if she’d been in a fist fight.They were out of the house by noon, and Ebony took her around everywhere.  Tashia really did not care much where they went because she was having so much fun just talking and giggling with her favorite cousin.  She did have in mind to do a little shopping, though, because she really wanted to get her family gifts.Maaceo, Ilino, and Kaleb came in later.  They all ate dinner together.  The whole family, extended and all.  The phone rang around 7.  She was hoping it was Tony, but it wasn’t.  He didn’t answer when she called either.  She started to worry that something had happened to him.  Kaleb asked her to ride with him when he took a friend who had visited with them home.  It was so good being with her family again.  She hoped she would be with Tony again soon, too.“Tashia, are you asleep?  May I come in?”She sat up in the bed and rubbed her eyes.  She had been sleeping, but that was not a problem considering who had awoken her.  “It’s okay, Uncle David.  You can come in.”“I had to go out to pick up something, and”—he gingerly closed the door to a crack behind him, as he continued to whisper—“I wanted to know what you thought.”She wondered if it was something for Aunt Kyana.  He was being so secretive.  He seemed to be holding something in his hand, but her vision had not cleared enough to see what it was yet.  He turned on the dim light on the wall next to the bed.  She had to rub her eyes again and then noticed an object that had not been in the doorway before.“Tony!!!”That night and the next day were WONDERFUL despite Tashia’s initial reaction.  When she found out Tony had not told her what happened to him, she scolded him.  The moment she saw him peering into the room with that smile, she immediately sprung out of bed.  He quickly met her half way and she clung onto him.  She felt those bandages, looked at him, looked at her uncle, who made haste in leaving the room, and looked back at her husband, demanding an explanation.  When he explained to her, she fussed him out but then she felt bad because she realized he just had not wanted her to worry.  They talked about things not at all related to the recent trying events and finally fell asleep in each other’s arms.That is how they woke up too, and Tashia felt this was going to be a beautiful day.  And it was.  They all got up around 6.  After showers, heads kept peeking into the kitchen to see how Uncle David was coming along with his famous pancakes.Tony and Tashia were in the little adjoining office, however.  He had called her in there before she made her stroll in to take a gander of the cuisine.  Now she sat with her eyes glued to the computer screen and hands clasping the desk. “But how?  I—I...I don’t understand.  It was gone.  We got rid of it.”“I got it scanned when I went out that night.”“What’s this?”  Tashia jumped in her seat.  She had not even noticed her cousin, Ilino, come in behind her.  “Hey, look at you with Uncle Brad!” he expressed joyously.  “You were so little.”  The others, who with the exception of the chef and his youngest son, were called to attention by Ilino’s excited voice and started to pile in.  There was quiet laughter and much commentary about the contents of the scrapbook her parents made for her now on USB.  Tashia kept looking between Tony and the screen with gratefulness and astonishment.  “Oh, Tashia, please don’t cry.”“I’m sorry.  I can’t help it.  This is the best present anyone has ever given me.  Do you know how devastated I’ve been because I thought this was gone forever?  I’ve been trying not to think about it, but it hurt me so badly.  You healed my heart, Tony.”“Tashia, please stop,” he urged under his breath.“Okay.  I’m sorry.”  She did not want to keep embarrassing him, so she said not another word.  Yet despite repeatedly wiping away the tears, they kept rolling down her cheeks.  Tashia examined each page and soon the voices became a distant background, as her mind traveled back to the times when the photos were taken.  Kaleb, who had just formed part of the group, asked what they were talking about, but his mother directed everyone out to help with setting the table except Tony and Tashia.A few minutes later, the family was huddled around the table and all set to dive into the meal.  Before they did, however, they all joined hands, bowed their heads, and each person offered thanks to the Lord.  Tony sat between Tashia and Aunt Kyana.  She immediately tensed, thinking of his likely profound discomfort.  When he tightened his grasp on her, she was uncertain what to think.  At least he was not limp-wristed, as he initially was.  She was sure Tony knew no one expected him to pray and just appreciated his respectfulness in this time the family shared with the Lord, yet he joined them and she inwardly prayed for him.With his deep voice but with a heart that seemed to be of a child, he said, “I thank you God for my wife and for her patience with me all these years.  Please protect her.  Thank you for our family, too.”  He fell silent but did not let his hand slip from Tashia’s which had startled to tremble.  Uncle David ended with “in Your All-powerful, precious name we pray and commit everything to you. Lord Jesus.  Amen.”  She opened her eyes and noticed immediately the tears Ebony was wiping with the back of her hand off of her cheeks.  Tony looked straight ahead with set jaw and she quickly turned her gaze away from him, as to in no way make him uncomfortable.There was no time for discomfort, however, as within moments, plates of buttermilk pancakes, banana walnut pancakes, blueberry pancakes, cheese omelets, and turkey and veggie sausages that tasted even better than beef to Tashia were plopped in the middle of the table. And what was to be found alongside each person’s plate?  A tall glass of fresh squeezed orange juice made from the oranges on the trees in the yard.  Everyone was stuffed not only by the food but also by the conversation.  Tashia’s mind kept going partially elsewhere until a side-splitting, orange-juice nearly spitting joke would jerk her right back into the present.  She thought she would not bring her family in on anything that had been going on with Tony and her, but with so many questions regarding his gift to her, she found no choice but to explain.  Everyone’s eyes were glued to her and Tony, as they absorbed what the two were saying in amazement.After breakfast, while they were all still sitting at the table, Ebony said she wanted to pray for them.  At that point, Tashia found out why she had been crying earlier.  In her prayer, she not only prayed for the Lord to protect them but also asked for forgiveness for all her prior bad feelings toward Tony because she truly saw that day how much he loved her cousin.  The tears had not been out of sadness but out of joy that Tashia, who was like a sister to her, was blessed with a husband who might not be perfect but who would try to make her happy.A couple of hours after breakfast, they met up with the rest of the family at Blue Lake Wildlife Center.  The canoe ride gave full view of the red woodpeckers, bald eagles, and turtles according to how Tashia saw them, but Ilino later more officially identified as tortoises, and ospreys while they rode along the cypress-decorated shoreline.  No one believed Uncle Micah for a split second when he claimed to have spotted an alligator and there was non-stop joking how he would not get them that time as he had on such-and-such occasion.  That is, all were incredulous until Maaceo finally got to pipe in with his own story then with saucer-eyes ended with “but I saw the gator, too”.  Tashia wanted to know the details as much as everyone else who were throwing questions at him, but there was one thing of which she was certain.  She was never entering that lake again.A nice stroll under the canopy of pines on the warm March day with Tony was very welcomed, however.  If asked, she probably would not recall what they spoke of that afternoon.  In truth, there were not many words exchanged, but as they walked hand-in-hand, her heart was singing too lively with the birds to care.  And when he bent down, held her face in his hands, and gave her a soft lingering kiss on the lips, she felt as if she were floating and did not know if her feet would ever again hit ground.Hit ground they did later in the day when they were again in the presence of the others but only lightly.  Tashia wished she could stay in Bainbridge with Tony and the rest of her family forever.  If Aunt Gladys and Roger, Stephanie and Sheryl and their families came down, then it would be perfect.  She wished she would not have to face real life again.“Slow down, Tashia.  I’m trying to look.”March 23, a day before Tony and Tashia’s 9th anniversary.  Because of a prior commitment, Aunt Kyana, Uncle David, Ebony, Maaceo, Ilino, and Kaleb were headed up to New York for a couple of days to see Aunt Kyana’s parents.  They would be back by Tuesday night, and they insisted that they feel free to stay right there.  While the others were running last minute errands, Aunt Kyana remained behind.  She, Tony, and Tashia had been sitting on the upstairs living room floor and looking through piles of photo albums.  Tashia would have never thought Tony would have been so interested in old pictures, but he was.  He commented on how beautiful Aunt Kyana was on her wedding day.  She truly was.  He had thought-provoking, insightful comments on many things well beyond how nice someone looked.“Turn back,” he insisted but with a little chuckle.“I’m kind of tired of looking at pictures,” Tashia groaned.“Well, I’m not.”  He turned to the previous page.  “Who is this?”With sudden exasperation building in her, Tashia answered tersely that she did not know.  ‘What is wrong with him? Why is he asking so many questions?’He turned to Aunt Kyana for an answer.  “That was Tashia’s cousin, Lupe.  Tashia was three in this picture, and Lupe was five.  You don’t remember her, do you, Tashia?”  She shook her head.  Now she was asking questions.  Tashia did not know what was up with everybody.  “I didn’t think so.”“Can we just move on?” she asked as she reached for the album to flip the page.  Tony shifted the book closer on the other side of his crossed legs and out of her reach.“Tashia, is something wrong?” her aunt asked softly. They were both looking at her intently, her with concern and him with a confused squint, the latter as if to say, “What is your problem woman?”She felt the perspiration that was accumulating at her hairline.  “Are you sure you don’t remember her?”“I told you I didn’t!” she shouted.  “Why would I lie to you?!”Her aunt froze.  “I’m sorry,” Tashia whispered.“No, I’m sorry.”  Tashia’s heart remained at her feet as she viewed Aunt Kyana’s downcast expression.  As long as she lived, she did not think she would be able to understand how she could have yelled at Aunt Kyana about anything.  She was the sweetest, kindest person she had ever known.“I’m just kind of tired,” was Tashia’s lame excuse for how she had acted.  Yet, it was true that the energy she had felt when they first began going down memory lane had been sucked out of her with an emotional vacuum.  Tashia did not want to know why.  “Let’s just finish this album and then I think I’m going to lie down for a little while.”“I don’t think we should.”  Aunt Kyana’s normally gentle voice had come out firm.  Tashia looked at her with eyes widened.  “We shouldn’t go on until we find out what’s bothering you.  I’ve always thought you knew something about what happened to Lupe but had blocked it out because it was so horrible.”Tony asked what happened.  At that point, Tashia got up to go toward the bedroom.  He stepped in front of her and blocked her way.  “Tony, move!”“No, Tashia.  You’ve got to face this.”“No, I don’t!  Get out of my way!”  When he wouldn’t, she started to run the other way, but he grabbed her.  She fought against him, but he was too strong.  She kicked and tried to twist out of his grip in futility.  Her wild kicking did result in a few connections to his shin, however, and she later thought on how severe the ache must have been to his ribs, leaving him with little choice but to pin her down on the floor.“Stop it, Tashia!  Stop it!”Tashia, shocked by his volume, could only look at him for a moment.  That was the first time he had really raised his voice at her.  Her muteness would have quickly left her, nonetheless, almost to immediately be followed by an explosive response to him manhandling her flying out of her mouth.  Yet his calm, soothing assurance impeded her from reacting.  “It’s okay sweetheart.  I’m right here.  Nothing is going to hurt you.  You need to hear this”.“But I don’t want to,” she pleaded, as he gently pulled her up into a seated position.“I know, but we’ll be right here with you.  We’ll be right here,” he repeated.  “You’re strong.  You can handle this.”“No, I’m not.  I don’t think I can.”Tony tipped up her chin and looked at her with confidence.  “I know you can.”  Her aunt echoed his sentiments.  He let up on the grip she just realized he still had on one of her wrists, and sat behind her with his arms wrapped around her trembling body.  Aunt Kyana held her hand and looked at her with such tenderness.  Tashia did not know why she had to go and do that.  Her aunt could probably get anyone to do anything when she looked at them with her big, dark brown. soft, warm eyes.  She agreed to listen to what she had to say despite her shaking inside.“Do you remember your Uncle Rodney?”  Tashia involuntarily shuddered for reasons she did not gather nor desired to understand.  She did not know him.  Aunt Kyana explained to Tony that Rodney was Tashia’s father’s brother.  As far as Tashia understood, other than the one and only visit from her grandmother, not one of her father’s family had any communication with him since the day he married her mother.  “Rodney married this woman, Liza, from Ecuador.  She wanted a baby so badly.  They tried for years until they finally decided to adopt.  Apparently Rodney did not really want a child, but he wanted to make her happy.  He convinced her to adopt an older child because the thought of raising someone for that many years actually made him ill.  Liza wanted Lupe, who was three at the time, because she was from her country.  Rodney wanted someone around 13, and he would have preferred a boy.“The thing was, it seemed he started to love Lupe.  Liza, who’d wanted her so badly, had a hard time with her.  She was a sweet girl, but she did have some behavioral issues.  We didn’t see them that much, but there was a time when Rachel had a get-together at their house.  How Liza spoke to that little girl made me nervous.  Olivia told her off.  You know your aunt does not mince words.  The picture of the two of you was taken that day.  You were little best friends.“Anyway, I don’t know what happened, but Liza and Rodney started calling around to everyone that night after the party to see if we’d seen Lupe.  She was missing for three days before the police found her in a garbage bag.”“No more!  No more!”“Tashia,” Tony spoke softly, as he tenderly rubbed her arm, “it’s going to be okay.”No, it was not!  She did not want to hear any more, but somehow she could not resist listening.  Her aunt continued, directing the telling of the story more toward Tony, as if to relieve her niece from the feeling of being so absorbed in it.  She was grateful for that but her uncontrollable internal shaking had now fully externalized.“After what happened, Rachel and Bradley didn’t bring Tashia around her aunt and uncle too much even though she would shake her head if anyone asked her if she remembered Lupe at all.  There were times, however, when they would wind up the same place because Bradley’s parents had invited both to a family event.”  Tashia was more confused.  They did not know her father’s side of the family.  But Aunt Kyana would not lie about anything.  “Tashia would sweat wildly every time her Uncle Rodney even stood near her.  She would practically gag on her own saliva if he tried to touch her.”  She was sweating profusely now, and her stomach was churning.  Her recognition that Tony was holding her tighter now was extremely brief.  “Her parents quickly stopped bringing her around the family if he was going to be around.  Liza left him after a while.  He died of a drug overdose about fifteen years ago.  No one knows what happened to her.”She continued cautiously.  “They were charged with murdering Lupe, but the jury did not convict them.  There were bruises all over her little body.  The thought among the family was that Liza beat her and then stabbed her.”“The little girl was stabbed?!” Tony asked, horrified.  Tashia’s breaths were coming out short.  She would run as fast as her legs would carry her, but her body was not cooperating.“Yes.  Everyone thought Rodney came up with the idea to put her in a...well, to get rid of her body and put it someplace far from their home, so people would think someone else did it.  I don’t know.  Maybe he was trying to protect Liza.  It’s hard for me to believe he was the one who did that to her.”“How could anyone stab a little girl?  I don’t understand.  Abusing a child is beyond me, but killing her?  I just don’t get it.”“The stabbing didn’t kill her.  The blow to the head did.”Tashia’s legs finally got it.  She bolted into the bathroom and locked the door behind her.  She heard Tony telling her to let him in.  She could not answer because she was retching, but there would have been no way she would have listened anyway.  He kept twisting the doorknob.  Finally, she caught a breath and let out, “Leave me alone!”  She heard her aunt caution that maybe he should do just that until she was ready to talk to him.  He kept knocking at first but finally left.Tashia remained in there wailing with her head in the toilet oblivious to anything else that might have been going on outside of the bathroom with the exception of when they would check on her.  She would not let them in.  She did not remember Lupe, but yet somehow she knew she really did.  She knew her aunts were right.  Tashia did not want to remember.  She had shoved everything into the recesses of her mind, and nothing could come out now.  No matter how forcefully the memories attempted to come forward, she would not let them.When she emerged from the bathroom, it was an hour later, although it had seemed to her as if she had been in there for only about fifteen minutes.  Aunt Kyana hugged her tightly.  “Everyone is back.”“Do they know?”“No.  They just got back.”“Please don’t tell them.  Not yet.”“Okay.  I won’t until you say it’s all right.  I feel bad about leaving you like this, but I know you’ll be fine with Tony.”  Her mind in a daze, Tashia looked at her blankly.  Her stomach felt so nauseous.  “I left my parent’s number with Tony.  Do you feel like you can come down and say good-bye to everybody?”She did not know that she could but decided she must.  “Hold on a minute.”  She went back into the bathroom and gave another look in the mirror.  She looked sleepy but no longer drawn.  Her eyes were neither red nor puffy.  “I’m ready.”Tony was already down there.  Kaleb told her, “Don’t worry.  We’ll be back soon.”  He must have seen the sadness in her eyes.  She could not hide anything, especially from that boy.  He was a little too perceptive even though he was far off on what was wrong.  She was so glad when they were gone.  She did not have to hide her emotions any longer.  She cried for hours, and Tony just held her that entire time.That night, even though Tashia had almost zero interest in movies, she asked if they could rent one.  Anything to get her mind off her inner battles.  He downloaded a comedy, they sat in the dark living room, and they ate popcorn.  Tony asked if she wanted to talk about what had happened earlier that day or maybe call Isabella.  She most certainly did not.  Her only desire was to enjoy their evening without thinking about having to face anything horrible.  He did not pressure her, and she loved him even more.The next day, their anniversary, they drove around to some of the places Ebony had taken her to earlier in the week.  She had so much fun with him and, despite her shyness, loved how he flirted with her.  Today she felt as if all her troubles of the past several months were nonexistent.  Deep down she knew she could not get better if she did not face them.  She would have to confront them, but she was on vacation from them today.  It was probably difficult for Tony to figure out if he should be trying to get her to deal with reality or not.  At first, she was anxious at the thought that he might even mention something, but he just kept things light all day long.  He seemed to understand that her mind needed this excursion from the real, and he was providing her with such a good time with his joking and altogether good conversation that it would have been nearly impossible for her to drift to anything unpleasant.They met with Uncle Micah and Aunt Olivia to play evening tennis.  Looking at her uncle, Tashia was reminded of the huge crush she had on him when she was little.  Uncle Micah and Uncle David were both stunningly handsome, but the former was the cool, silent type.  Yet he was very nice to her.  He listened to everything she had to say, and he would remember these things that would seem trivial by most adult’s standards months later.  Aunt Olivia was crazy.  She was glad she was on her team, but Tashia thought one of them would split a gut from her jive talking and from how she was jumping all over the court.  She had never heard Tony laugh so hard.  That was one competitive woman and it was another great day.The four of them ate dinner at Uncle Micah and Aunt Olivia’s.  Steven was out with his fiancée and there was much talk about her.  All good.  Uriah wasn’t at home either.  As much as Tashia loved being with her family, her heart pounded greater with each moment.  She just wanted to be alone with Tony.  They were alone all the time back at home, but somehow it was different now.  Maybe it was the anniversary.  No.  She knew there was more.  Her heart was bubbling over after all he had said to her, the gift he had given her, the feel of the kiss that still lingered on her lips, and how he had been treating her since he arrived in Bainbridge.  Aunt Olivia wrapped up some food for them even though her other aunt and uncle’s refrigerator was already stocked with leftovers.  It had never been that way before, but Tashia was glad to say good-bye.“Does it hurt?”“Not so much anymore.”  Tony had asked Tashia to help him change his bandages.  Aunt Kyana had commented that bruised or even broken ribs tended not to be bandaged, but Tashia could see from the remains of the nasty gash in his side that it warranted it.  She tried to control her shaking hands, and divert her eyes from his bare chest.  Tashia had never seen Tony with anything less than an undershirt.  “You’re doing a much better job at this than I’ve been able to do.”“Thanks.”  Her eyes just would not stop staring at his muscular shoulders, chest, and abdomen.  As nervous as she was, as embarrassed she was of making her nervousness obvious, she regretted that she would soon be done with the bandage.  From what she remembered, she had never been this close to any man who was not wearing a shirt except her father, and that didn’t count.  He was just her father.  The gash had transformed to only a small open area.  His ribs were better even though it sometimes hurt when he laughed too hard or, unexpectedly, even when he breathed.“They must have had some hard and sharp shoes.”“Yes, they did.”  Sadly, she was finished.  “Thanks a lot.”“You’re welcome.”He looked in the bathroom mirror.  “This looks great.”“Maybe I should have gone into Nursing or something like that.”“Maybe.”  He cleared his throat, then winced a bit as he put on his pajama top, which he did not button.  “Um, Tashia, I’ve been thinking about something.  I don’t know if this is the best time to bring it up, but I don’t know if I should wait any longer either.”“What is it?  You’re making me nervous.”“Oh, it’s nothing to get nervous over.”  He tugged her hand and she came down next to him, as he sat on the edge of the tub.  “When this first happened to me,”—he pointed to his side—“I thought that maybe we should give up trying to find out what happened to your father.  They threatened your life.  I don’t want to lose you.  But after I saw how you reacted to what your aunt said yesterday, I realized you have to find out what’s going on.  You can never be free if you don’t find out what you’re hiding from in your past.  We just have to figure out some way together to keep anyone from discovering that we’re looking.  I had the drives I scanned your father’s documents onto hidden, and they, thank God, managed to miss them.  I brought them with me, so we could read through everything together.  I don’t want you hurt.  I don’t think you should be involved any more than you have to, but I shouldn’t let my fear of losing you keep you from doing what you have to do.  As far as any more legwork is concerned, as far as searching out things, I’ll do it myself.  I’ll be the one to take the fall if anything happens.  I want to protect you, but I see that I’m not helping you by not making sure you face up to your past.  Tashia, why are you looking at me that way?”Nostrils flaring and chest heaving, she shot up and spewed out, “You’re the one who tried to have me killed, aren’t you?”“WHAT?!”“You heard me.”“Tashia, how can you say something like that to me?  Have you lost your mind?”“You’ll do the legwork.  You want to protect me.  You don’t want to protect me!  You want to have me killed!”Now he stood.  “That’s the most absurd thing I’ve ever heard in my life!  I don’t want you to go any further in this than you already have.  I figured you’d read the files, hopefully find what you were looking for, and close the case, so to speak, whether you found it or not.  Now I see it can’t be that way.  If you don’t find what you need, we have to go further.  Everything within me is fighting the notion of you continuing on with this, but I know in my gut that you must.  It will destroy you if you don’t.”  She pinched him where he had the wound.  “Ow!”“How did that feel?”“It hurt!”“But did it destroy you?”“Tashia, what are you talking about?”“It hurts that I don’t know what’s happened during almost a third of my life, but I will be destroyed if someone kills me because I tried to find out.”“Tashia, it will tear you apart day by day if you give up now, and you know it.  I don’t want to encourage you to go further in this.  With every fiber of my being, I just want to say, let’s go hide somewhere and throw the towel in.  Let’s go where they’ll never find us.  I can’t.  I just can’t because I know the only reason you don’t want to face up to things is because you’re scared.”“Don’t I have a right to be?”“You have a right to be terrified.  I know I am.  If I had talked to you about this before you saw that picture of that little girl, though, you would have been mad at me for suggesting that we stop.  Seeing that just brought everything too close for your comfort.  That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t continue.  Tashia,” he begged, “I’m so scared, Tashia.  I’ve never been this scared in my life.  It was horrible when you were gone, and I didn’t know where you were.  In a way, this is even worse because you’re here, and I don’t know how long I can keep you.  I don’t know if someone is going to snatch you away from me.”“Liar!”“What?”“Liar!”  Tony’s face crumbled.  He was not lying, but she could not stop herself.  “Liar!  Liar!  Get out of here!”He went to hold her, but she shoved him away.  “Tashia, please.”“I said get out!  Get out!”  He stared at her with that crestfallen expression.  “GET OUT!”  He nodded solemnly, turned on his heels, and then he was gone.Tashia’s breathing rate was relentless.  She was so infuriated.  It kept entering into her mind that she needed to pray, but she did not want to.  It was incomprehensible that Tony could put her life on the line that way.  She knew that was the wrong conclusion.  She was angry with him for making her face this...this...whatever this was.  There was not one untrue word he had expressed about her no matter how hard she tried to resist that thought.  Finally, Tashia, who could take no more, fell on her knees and began, in utter brokenness, crying out to God.After minutes and minutes of flooding His throne with her tear-filled words, she had to admit what she had been trying to hide from herself all along.  “I don’t want to die, but that is not what frightens me.  I don’t want to remember!  I have to remember, and I feel like I’ll die inside if I don’t, but I’m so, so afraid.  It’s horrible.  I know what I’m not remembering is horrible.  And I don’t want to lose Tony.  That is just as scary.  What if he’s killed because of trying to help me?  That man from the restaurant and his son were killed, and somehow I know it had to do with me.  Who’s next?  Dad?  Stephanie?  Ashley?  Lydia?  Tony?  Please Lord, not Tony.  That is really what scares me.  I think everyone else will be fine as long as we don’t get them involved, but not Tony.  He will make sure he’s involved.“And I was so, so cruel to him God,” she whimpered.  “I actually hurt him, and it didn’t seem I could ever do that.”  How he had left the bathroom, she just knew there could be no way he could forgive her again.  All he had been trying to do the day before and all he had been trying to do that night was help her.  She did not know how she could face him.Still, she swallowed her pride, took a deep breath, left her hiding place, walked the short distance to the bedroom, and peered around the partially open door.  The air entering through the open window was pleasantly cool.  Maybe Tony needed that to remedy the boil of his anger.  She pushed open the door a bit more and took a few steps into the room then jumped with the door’s sudden slam.  Tony did not even react to the sound.  Only to her.  He was sitting on the bed, face full of dejection, and he turned his back to her when she entered.  He hadn’t even looked at her.  Tashia tentatively walked over to the bed and sat next to him.  She timidly placed her hand so softly on his shoulder that she could barely feel his pajama material.  “Tony, I’m sorry.”  His back remained turned to her.  “I—I know you’re only looking out for my best interests.  I am scared.  I’m scared of finding out the truth, and I’m scared of losing you.”  He was still silent.  “Tony, please say something.  I just have all my emotions hanging out here.”Suddenly he turned around, pulled her to him, and kissed her passionately.  He stopped abruptly and said “I love you” with just as much passion as with he had kissed her.  She tried to catch her breath, but he kissed her again...and again...and again.Tashia did not remember ever feeling so alone in her life.  She had given everything to Tony and then he left.  She was completely vulnerable with him.  When they were together, she knew that as long as they lived she would have his love.  She could not comprehend how she could have been so wrong.  He did not hold her.  He did not talk to her.  He just got up and went into the shower.  ‘Did I make him feel dirty?’She tried to talk to him when she found him in the computer room, but he refused.  He explained, “Tashia, it’s not that big a deal for guys.  When it’s over, it’s over.  You just need to understand that.  Just go to bed.  I’m working on some things now.”  He was working on work.  He was not even looking at her father’s files, not that that would have made things a lot better.  ‘How can he find this more important than what just happened between us?!  Doesn’t he realize that to me this was the first time?’  She looked at the back of him for a moment but could handle being there no longer with the ever-increasing pressure of feeling as if someone were twisting the knife he had thrust through her heart.Tashia slept restlessly and alone.  The next morning, Tony still was not next to her.  She wanted answers, but she could not take the pain of him refusing to speak to her again.  She hurt so much that she had not even been able to cry.  The more she thought about things, the dirtier she began to feel.  As she passed by the living room, she saw him sleeping in there.  He had left the computer room and had not even bothered to come back to her.  She bit her quivering lip, refusing to cry, and went in to take a shower.She had been in there praying and fuming for about 15 minutes when she heard a knock on the door.  It had better not be Tony.  “Tashia, it’s me, Tony.”  Her heart leapt, and she reprimanded herself.  Well, of course it was him.  Whoop-ty do.  There was no reason for her to be so happy.She hesitated for a while but then she finally asked with the most cutting tone she could produce, “What do you want?”“I want to come in.”“If you must.”  She heard him in there brushing his teeth.  “Couldn’t you have done that in another bathroom?”“No, I couldn’t have because I needed to talk to you.”“So now you want to talk.  What if I don’t want to talk now?”“I deserve your anger.  I deserve a lot worse than that, but please hear me out.  It’s really hard for me coming to you—”“It’s hard for you?  How do you think it’s been for me?”“I know.  I treated you horribly.”“Why, Tony?  I just don’t understand why.”“Tashia, I’ve wanted to be with you so badly.”“And were you that disappointed when you were?”“No!  Please listen to me.”  She pursed her lips together and tapped her foot on the shower floor.  He had about one minute to explain and then she was going to say her piece.  “I have been dying the last months.  It has been killing me being in the same house with you and not being able to touch you.  I was so glad when we kissed the other week, but it’s been even worse since then.”  She wondered if he realized that was just last week, but she resisted the temptation to ask.  “Sometimes I almost haven’t been able to keep myself from kissing you, but I’ve tried not to because I’d only want to express my love to you even more.“After we were together last night, I...I...  After we were together, I... ”“What?”  She did not mean to interrupt, but he was killing her.  “You what?”“I cried, Tashia.  All right?  Are you satisfied?”Satisfied no.  She was shocked.  She could not believe what he had just said.  With no desire to make him feel any more embarrassed than she was sure he must, she made an attempt at a joke.  “Was it that horrible?”  Oh boy.  Not a good attempt.  But then she heard him chuckling.“Thanks, sweetheart.  You know that’s not it at all.”  Actually, she had really been wondering earlier if that was why he had left so abruptly.  “I’ve never had that type of emotion before, and I didn’t know how to deal with it.  I went into the shower, so I could cry without you seeing me.  After that, I just couldn’t face you.  I’d abandoned you, and I didn’t have the guts to tell you why.”“Why are you telling me now?”“Because I love you, and you need an explanation rather than a coward.”“Tony, I’m glad you told me.  You are very courageous.  You make me feel like you love me enough to be strong even when it’s hard.”“You think I’m strong?”“I have never met any man stronger than you.”  She meant that wholeheartedly. Her father had to deal with her mother’s condition, but Tony was battling his own.  She did not know how many people would do that.“Thank you.  I really needed to hear that.”“Tony?”“Yes.”“Um, will you help me with my back?”“Did you hurt it?”Even though she knew he really had no clue, he was not making this easy.  “No.  I mean will you scrub it for me.  It hasn’t been scrubbed in I don’t know how long.”  Before she had even finished talking, he was there eagerly grinning and holding his hand out for, she presumed, the washcloth and soap.  She turned her head around thinking, ‘I can’t believe I’m doing this!’  Last night was one thing, but he could see her now.  There was no darkness.  She was just out there.  “Tony, you’re going to get all wet.”“I don’t mind, but I guess I can take off my shirt.”“You—you—you can’t take a shower if you’re wearing your pants.”  She did not hear anything.  She turned her head around again, and there he was with his mouth hanging wide open.  Then he was gone, and barely before she could blink, he was back again, holding her in his arms and telling her how very much he loved her.Chapter XXITashia and Tony returned home a week later.  She was not due back to work until the following Monday but he would go in bright and early Thursday.  Their first couple of days back, they had little time to rest.Shortly after the incident with his unfriendly visitors on the morning of Tony’s trip down to Georgia, the technicians from the security company “Uncle Charles” had set them up with came by to install security cameras and survey their property.  Of course, Tony did the research on their home computer and finally made the call to the company he supposedly selected then asked the questions so nothing would be connected to their former detective friend.  Then the techs made their visit.WI-FI network connected to remote cameras that could pick up anything that was going on anywhere in the house.  The computer Tony had ordered a year earlier came nicely equipped with the ability to detect every move on the laptop.  His cell had been intercepted.  They even checked under their vehicles.  They were being tracked.  The only place that seemed free of inspection was the outside area around their home.  The company was not prepared to do full counter surveillance on the first visit, but they finished the job when they returned on Tuesday, including showing Tashia how to deactivate her cell from further easy detection.Tony was angry but had apparently gotten over his state of surprise over the complete invasion of privacy.  Tashia’s nerves, on the other hand, were on constant edge from the moment she discovered how extensive the penetration into their lives had been.  Raw and violated were her feelings.  She kept trying to think of all the words that had been exchanged during her nearly seven months back there but she knew too many things would fail her memory.  Then there was the matter of the uncertainty if the spying had been going on from the moment they first stepped into the home eight years earlier.  In a sense, maybe it was a good thing Tony had been so silent for so long.They both had the question as to why they were still being permitted to live if what they had found could put such powerful people at risk.  Maybe they would have the answer to that question after Charles’ visit that evening.“Look surprised to see me but don’t hug me.”  Charles stood on the other side of Tashia’s open doorway then winked at her with a sly smile in place.  “How you doing niecy?”She put on the widest smile she could muster.  “Wow.  Did you decide to come back?  Oh, come in.  Come in,” she urged.When she locked the door behind him, heart racing, she looked at him to see if everything was okay but he just continued in a rugged yet slightly loud voice, “Yeah, I’ve been wanting to come back out this way.  Never liked Michigan much.  West Coast either.”  He followed her into the kitchen where Tony was finishing up a call.  They shook hands and Charles excused himself for his increased volume.  “Didn’t know he was on the phone.”What Tashia did not know was the reason for the charade.  She had thought the house was clean.  She later discovered that Charles had suggested that they leave one area untouched.  Due to its intricacy, it was not even certain if what the company had found in the foyer area actually was a surveillance device.  If it was, it was going to stay put.  If they were in the library or kitchen, there was the possibility that someone might still be able to pick up on what they were doing and saying.  However, that could be the perfect way to feed false information if it ever became necessary.When Tony got off the telephone, Charles continued explaining that he had rented an apartment in Columbia that very day.  “Short term, you know.  Just in case I decide this won’t work for me either.  But it will be good to be near family.  Haven’t seen you in years.  Maybe you two can visit some time when I get the place together a little bit.”  Tony said that would be great and suggested that they go out to the deck to enjoy the dusk air.  Tashia knew she was standing there like a statue with that silly odd smile glued to her face but she could not help it.  Someone could be monitoring their every move and it was unnatural to just act normal under the view of unseen eyes.It was not until they sat outside and Tony shut the sliding glass door that she began to breathe normally.Charles got right to it.  “So here it is.  I read through what you gave me,” he remarked, looking at Tony.  Tashia looked at her husband in anxious question.  All of Tony’s mobile drives except the one he brought down to Georgia had been stolen by the thugs but he had sent a few files to himself via e-mail prior which he later sent to Charles.  The e-mails to Charles were through a secure server to a secure server.  Hopefully.  With Tony having thought it best to destroy the memory stick before they left Georgia, now no file was in their possession.  Even the e-mails were no longer in existence.  In truth, the only copies that remained were with Charles and possibly with their enemies.  Tashia hoped they were secure in their new friend’s hands.Charles rapidly scanned through a paper he had laid out on the table.  “Here it is.” He pointed then continued with his rough voice, “Your dad was no coward.  Look at what he wrote.”“Higgins has decided to come clean too.  He’s told me that Gerard was having an affair with the princess.  I can’t believe that he would have killed her and put the blame on me, but maybe he did.  Higgins admitted to being in on it as much as anyone, but he tells me his conscious is killing him.  He said he had to tell me.  He said he found these letters in Gerard’s house.  How could he have been so careless as not to destroy them?  I just don’t understand.  One thing I know though is that no matter what the risk, I can’t let whoever did this continue to get away with the murder of that woman.”The letters followed.  Princess Lenei had apparently written the first one.  “My Dear Bryan,I can’t go on like this any longer.  I do love you so, but you have to make a decision.  I was not reared to be the other woman.  I was reared to be the only woman.  I know you have an obligation to your wife, but we don’t have a future if you remain with her.  Sever all ties with her, or I will tell her everything about us.  Please know that I love you, and I’m only doing this for our good.“With eternal love,Lenei”Subsequent letters were filled with anger, hurt, and pleading because he refused to leave his wife.  The final letter was dated the day before Lenei was killed and spoke clearly of her going to talk to his wife.  Tashia’s father commented:“I wonder if she handed him the letter that night, and he, out of fear, took her life.  His marriage and career would both suffer, but I just never pictured him that way.”Tashia glanced at Tony.  She did not picture her father-in-law that way either but she did not know what to think.  Tony simply shook his head and said there had to be a lot more to the story.“Yeah, there is,” Charles agreed.  “A whole lot though I’m sure we’ve only gotten a few of the pieces so far.”Charles’ investigative reporter friend had given him an “ear-full”.  “She’s real sharp and knew exactly who to go to because this guy has been investigating what’s been going down between the U.S. and Pakistan for years.  Extends beyond those two countries though.”Princess Lenei’s father was put into power by the U.S., but he didn’t know how “to play the game” well.  He and his cabinet actually started to work to better their country.  Here they were with the arms the U.S. had gifted them in exchange for many favors, but he played turncoat.  The U.S. Secretary of State had made a friendly visit overseas with his daughter and now Princess Lenei was supposedly making her visit with the objective of continuing to ease relations between the countries.  It was odd that the Prime Minister would send his only daughter for a tour of the U.S. even though her dignitaries were initially with her everywhere but most did not bat an eye.  “Royalty and all that jazz.  People eat that stuff up like crazy.“Anyway, the little princess got in good with the head of the CIA during her year-long expedition.  His names was Wiles and he had also been Dean at the Naval Academy.”Tashia and Tony shot looks of astonishment at one another.  “Tony’s boss?” she uttered.  This was the one Mr. Gerard had said was going to be the next president.  Neither shared that information with Charles at the moment.“Yeah, that’s the guy.  He’ll probably be inaugurated shortly.”  Tashia gasped slightly.  “Told ya, my friend is real sharp.  She knows or has ways to find out lots of things.  Let me go on.”So it turns out that the princess’ real familial duty was to get any useful information she could glean concerning their so-called ally’s plans for Pakistan.  Wiles lips were loose when he had a little extra to imbibe and especially when she was more affectionate than usual but, in truth, he was feeding her exactly what he and his co-horts wanted in her diet.  “Do you mean...?” Tashia looked at him, open-mouthed.“They were sleeping together,” he stated bluntly.  “Not sure how much Daddy would have approved of his little girl’s way of drawing out information.”Her father was all friendly with the U.S. and it appeared that he was finally agreeing with some of the previous conditions, but no one really bought that.  So her plane was taken down even though, as Charles now knew from what Tony had shared with him, she was not in it.  Tashia asked if anyone knew who took down the plane.  Charles thought they’d probably never know but the plan had obviously been to make it appear as if she were on that flight.  The princess’ father and family so grieved by the death of their only daughter were on their way to visit the remains when their plane malfunctioned.“Boom!” Tashia jumped.  “Sorry about that.”  Charles cleared his throat then continued, “The royal family was taken out and replaced all in a matter of days.”“Was it the guy they’ve had for like twenty, thirty years who took her father’s place?” Tony asked.Charles nodded resolutely.  “Prime Minister Scoundrel fit the profile this government wanted perfectly.  Spineless, heartless, all of that.”  It was not just the United States but the huge international corporations in the wealthiest nations that pushed for the drug trade, precious gems trade, and human trafficking, including sex slavery, that was contributing to secret moderate wealth for Pakistan’s officials, major wealth for the corporations as well as international banks, and unimaginable suffering of so many of the normal people in Pakistan.“Forced labor is the biggest component of exploitation in many nations, and these little Pakistani girls, women, and boys are sent over here or remain in their own nation with the thought that they’re going into a better situation.  Maybe they’ll get to be a live-in nanny in a nice house or whatever.  They’re just used for sex and abused by groups—”  He stopped talking abruptly.Tashia was covering her open mouth with both hands and her eyes were widened in terror.  She looked over at Tony and sensed her heart twisting tighter as she viewed the greatest look of disgust on his face and him holding his stomach.“Sorry,” Charles apologized again.  “I should’ve warned you,” he said softly.  “I’ll spare you lots of the graphic details but it makes me sick, too.”Tashia thought of the night when she had blown off what Tony had been trying to explain to her about this ugly, ugly truth.  “But why?” she asked in a barely audible voice.“Profits.”  She began to protest that the corporations and the western nations had enough money.  “There is always more to have.”  He started running down a list of companies, producers of cell phones, computers, cars, supermarket chains, banks.  “Know how they get the most to keep their companies up and running?” Tashia stared at him in horror.  These were products she used, places she frequented.  “Don’t pay someone a red cent to make your cheap shoes in their forced labor camp, get them shipped over to America, and sell them for what seems to us hardly anything.  But with volume and practical monopolies come profits.  Unimaginable profit.  These stores are in every major city worldwide.  Have your sex ring of little girls and boys.  It’s right here.  On what is brought in from U.S. children alone...” he expressed this with outrage then lowered his voice probably in response to Tashia’s sudden flood. She wiped away her tears hastily and again her eyes shifted to Tony.  “I feel like I’m gonna throw up,” he whispered to whom she was not sure.  Maybe to no one in particular.  “I had an idea this was going on but like this?” He had not realized half of what he had in his home belonged to this diabolic operation.“Sorry I ignored you when you were trying to tell me.”  His mind did not seem to be on Tashia’s apology.  And when Charles made his next series of statements, that was his only focus.“Ever heard of Untell?”“Yeah.  I think so.”“You asked me why I thought no one had targeted you seriously.  Well, it looks like they did your wife with her wade in the Potomac, but they surely would have knocked you both off by now if it were not for one thing.”  This guy’s way of expressing himself sent shivers through Tashia.“I’m really, really sorry,” he apologized for the third time.  “I’ll try to tame it down.”  Tony asked him what the factor was.  “These guys need your dad.”“My...huh?”Tony’s father was on the Board of Directors of Untell.  So were Wiles, Oslo, Higgins, Langley, and Myers.  Untell was the biggest provider of missiles to Pakistan.  “But I thought...”  No, they had not stopped the supply.  Untell was also deeply involved in collecting the profits from the maddening infiltration of drugs and forced child labor, especially sex slavery, in that country.Tony shook his head rapidly.  His father could know none of this.“I don’t know what he knows other than he has to know about the missile deal.”  He put up his hands.  “I’d hope that maybe I was wrong about that one, but the thing is that there are the quarterly reports and the company’s documents that make it clear that he is the top negotiator.  They really rely on him.  Maybe someone got a little overzealous before but gets it now.”  Tashia’s frown deepened but Charles explained.  “This is just theory, but you can be roughed up enough to send you a message, but they can’t get on his wrong side.  If they get rid of his son, if his daughter-in-law is harmed, the financial consequences would be insurmountable...that is, until someone is found who can replace him if the two of you get too out of line.”Despite the cool early April night, Tashia’s face, neck, chest, and back were instantly bathed in sweat.  Cold sweat.  Her head was spinning.  Tony’s face was drawn and he looked like he might actually upheave the contents of his stomach.“Look, I’ve thrown a lot on you guys tonight and I really have nothing else.  If you want me to go on with the investigation, I will.  If not, we can part amicably now.”Tony most certainly did.  Tashia could not even respond.  They said good night, she took a shower, and then she fell into bed.  Tony followed shortly thereafter.  Neither spoke a word.The next morning, in spite thinking no sleep would find her the night before, Tashia realized a bit of it must have because she saw that Tony was not next to her.  She squinted at the alarm clock.  It was 6:04 a.m.  Their appointment with Isabella was at 8:00.  She searched for him on that floor, and not find him, took the spiral stairs down to the first floor.  The door to his play room was cracked.She knocked and eased it open slightly.  He was kneeling with his back to her and seemed to be busy with something.  He glanced at her then motioned for her to close the door behind her which she did. Tashia looked at the boxes and the equipment with the wires pulled out of the wall.“Tony, what...what are you doing?” she whispered in her paranoia despite the room being sound proof and the removal of everything spy-related in it then stood next to him.“I’m getting rid of all of it,” he replied in one quick breath.  “The TV, stereo, the computer is going, too.”  She rubbed her eyes then looked at him in utter bewilderment.  Tashia asked him to stop just for a minute.  He was disassembling devices and shoving them into boxes so quickly that her head was starting to spin.  He looked at her momentarily then continued on his mission.  “Tony, I’m serious.”  She touched his hand and he did stop.  He sighed heavily, plopped down in a cross-legged position, and began rubbing both temples.  “Are you trying to get rid of anything associated with any company...?”  He was nodding so strongly that there was no need to finish the question.When he had tired of battling his insomnia the night before, he went downstairs to his office and did an online search of companies involved in forced labor.  He knew he was not going to easily get anything on drug trafficking or sex slavery, so he started there.  In monotone voice, he began naming them.  Or maybe his tone reflected mental exhaustion.  Thankfully, he made no mention of the designers of their vehicles or she figured he would want them to become fond of commuting...even though they lived in a place where that was not a viable option.“But Tony, so what are we supposed to do?  Get rid of our refrigerator and stove?  And do we donate them?  Or would that be wrong?  I mean really.  What...?”He held his jaw rigid before beginning to pack again albeit with more normalized speed this time.  “I don’t have the answers.  I don’t know what we should do, but I can’t have all this stuff in my house anymore.”  He stopped suddenly, kneeling position resumed, with one hand firmly on a box top and the other partially covering his mouth.  Tony stared at her with pain travelling from the depths of those jeweled eyes and piercing straight into her heart.“My dad really can’t be involved in this Tashia.  Sex slavery?  Can he?”  Her lips parted and face trembled slightly.  With no idea what to say, she slowly took a seat next to him.  He let his hand drop.  “I don’t even know if I should talk to him.”  When she asked him why he would not, he explained, “I can’t even think straight.”  That really hit Tashia.  Tony was the most steady person she had known and for him to be thrown for a loop made her feel more unbalanced than ever.  It was at that moment she realized how much she had been relying on his stability.But the next moment she recalled that her equilibrium was based in Christ living in her.  “I’ve been praying, Tony, for God to give us the answers.  To help those poor children.”  Her chin began to quiver.He nodded.  “Fine.  You do what you need to do.  I’m going to find a way to really help.”“Tony!” she shot at him.  “How can you say that to me?”“And where was God when all this was happening Tashia?”  He shook his head rapidly when he saw her tears.  “Look, I’m not in a good way right now so—”“I just don’t get you,” she interrupted with raised voice before recalling her paranoia. “You talk about praying for me then you turn around and make your little sarcastic remarks about God.  Do you believe in Him or not?!” Her body was beginning to shake.“Tashia,” he again sighed heavily then rubbed his hand over her hair, “we don’t need to have this conversation now.”  She insisted that they did.  His touch was not serving to cool her temper.  For the most part, she had kept in her questions and had not expressed her confusion for months.  This man she loved more than she could imagine loving any mortal was blaming the Lord she loved more than even him for the sickening, heinous things people had chosen to do and she wanted to know why.She took the hand that had been rubbing her hair and held it.  “Tony, just let me know what’s going on in your mind.  What’s in your heart?  Please let me in,” she pleaded.  “Are you angry with God? Do you believe He exists?  Do you want Him in your life?  What? What is going on with you?”He shook his head again and she felt her heart melting, as he stared into her eyes.  “Sweetheart, really, this is not the time to talk.  I’ll probably wind up saying something I don’t mean and hurting you.”  She began to protest again but he placed one finger on her lips and shushed her.Tashia prayed, ‘What should I do, Lord?’ Everything within her wanted to try to force him to talk.  She knew she really could not do that but she might be able to persuade him.  Okay, that was really manipulation.  ‘There is a time for everything under the sun and this is the time for me to push down my will.’  “Okay, Tony,” she agreed verbally although her heart was not yet there, “we won’t talk now.”He smiled gratefully at her.  “If it makes you feel any better, I’ll let you know that I’m not angry with God. And He might exist.  Come on.  We have to get ready.”  He stood and offered his hand to her.  She got up off the floor.  Tony seemed to be too much in his own world to notice the expression she was sure had come to her face in reflection of the sickness she felt.No, she did not feel any better.  ‘ “Might exist” ?’ He had made the comment so off-handedly, like it did not even matter.  Stephanie had told her this months before but it was Tony’s confirmation that had sucker punched her in the gut.  She was going to need to rely on the Lord’s strength in this marriage more than she had yet to calculate.  Much more.Isabella’s pleasant, warm manner instantly made Tashia glad they were having the visit that day.  She had not had the appetite to eat that morning and had barely enough strength to get ready for the appointment.  There was no one in the office except the three of them, as the receptionist called in sick and Isabella did not have another client until 10:30.  Their time together was supposed to be only an hour but the clock had chimed about 15 minutes earlier.  It was after 9:00.Still, instead of rushing them along, Isabella was encouraging them.  As Tashia and Tony sat on a small sofa with her arm’s length across from them, they had shared with her the events of the last month since she had seen them. Tony gave the outline version and Tashia the detailed essay.  She did not mean to go on as she did, but somehow dispensing all of the information to someone who was not already aware nor directly involved served to take what felt like a literal load off of her chest.Nonetheless, neither she nor Tony had assurance that Isabella helping her decipher the maze was going to aid her in getting back her memory.  In truth, their psychologist friend had no intention of trying to make heads or tails of the labyrinth of information.  She did encourage them, however, when Tony asked if she thought Tashia was getting closer in her recovery of the past.She most certainly did.  She had to agree with them that what she discovered in the past about her father and father-in-law likely did not send her into her state of lost memory. After all, what she had been dealing with the last month would have made some retreat and she had not. “More than that, you’re a very strong lady.”Tashia so appreciated the sentiment and told her so.  All she felt was debility at the moment.  The fruit of Charles’ visit was a complete zap of emotional energy.  Her arm sat on the armrest and she rested her head on her forearm.“Tony,” she continued, “if Tashia is feeling really supported by you, she’ll be able to make that breakthrough.  That doesn’t mean it will be easy, but she didn’t have you before.  That is, she was trying to protect you, so you didn’t know what was going on.  She has you now.  Am I right?”“You are absolutely right.  I’m not going anywhere.  She also has herself.  Like you said, she is one strong lady, much stronger than I ever knew.”Tashia sat up slowly and looked at him.  “Tony, do you really think that?”“I wouldn’t have said it if I didn’t mean it, Tashia.”Isabella wanted to know Tashia’s thoughts, if she believed she would be able to face what was to come.Tashia shuddered then sat there with lips parted for many seconds.  She just did not know.  “I-I’m petrified.”  She looked at both of them anxiously and tried to stop wringing her hands only to find her leg shaking and her grip tightening on the edge of the sofa.  “I know whatever this thing is has to be a lot worse if what happened with my father didn’t throw me over the edge.  If I were to dwell on the fact that five people are dead, two of whom were my parents, my best friend has been transferred to a job hours away from her home because of what she did for me, my husband has been covertly and overtly threatened, my friend’s daughter was taken under pretense, and a young girl was kidnapped and assaulted all because of something I’m not even yet aware of, I’d lose it.” The breath she let out almost rattled in its force.She closed her eyes as she spoke the next words softly. “But I...no, I can’t do it alone but with God I can.  I’m not saying that in any attempt to be pious.  I’m dead serious.”  She looked at her husband who now took her hand.  “He has given me Tony, and I don’t know what I would have done without him.  I know I’m getting closer to something.  I feel it in my gut, but I keep wanting to retreat.  I just can’t because I keep hearing Tony telling me I can do it, and he’s going to be with me.  So, to answer your question, I will be able to face it.”Isabella smiled with much pleasure but did not speak a word.  She probably had known all along what Tashia was just coming to realize.There was a huge issue, however.  Most of Tashia wanted the memories to wait but she felt obligated that they should not.  She might have the key to who murdered the Princess.  Yet, if she did and revealed it, there was no telling the consequences.  Still, if she let people get away with this...  “See what I mean?  It’s crazy making.”Tony commented that he knew she was making his head spin.There was so much at stake.  Ever since Charles told them about the young boys and girls caught up in that web of wickedness the night before, a night that now seemed so long ago, she kept thinking of Lydia.  “Lydia?” Tony asked.She nodded.  “It could be girls just like her or even younger sold into those rings.  And I haven’t been able to stop thinking about her.  We were told that if we went further with what we were doing, Lydia would suffer more than she already had, but I kept searching.  How could I have done that?  Not that long after we got back home from North Carolina, I felt so guilty I called to just make sure she was okay.  I called again just yesterday.  I said I’d stop calling.  Her parents were very nice, but I know they fear for their daughter’s life if she is in any way linked to me.”  She rubbed her temples with the heels of both hands.  She was just so confused.Isabella asked Tony’s thoughts to which he responded that he did not feel guilty at all.  He had already told Tashia this, but it was still so hard for her to believe.  “I figured after they found out I’d made copies of what was supposed to be destroyed in North Carolina and they didn’t hurt Lydia, they were just bluffing to keep us from doing anything else.”“How did you know they hadn’t done anything to her?”  Tashia asked.He grinned sheepishly then admitted that he had called too.“Really? When?”“The day after they jumped me.”“So you do care?”“Of course I care.”“I just mean you seemed to be more concerned about me finding out what I needed to than what happened to anyone, even your own father.”“Well, that about sums it up.  But I do care about everyone else involved.  I just think it makes no sense for us to be worried about them when the only people they would be after would be you or me.”“What about what happened to Stephanie?”“She’s out of it.  They won’t bother her anymore.”“What about that man from the restaurant and his son?”“We don’t even know if that had anything to do with us.”“You’ve got it all figured out.  Everything is so practical with you, but frankly I’m not comfortable with so many people’s lives in my hands.  Of course they’re not really in my hands, but you know what I mean.”He did but he thought she worried too much.  That was what he had meant when he commented on her making his head spin.  She wove through every possibility too thoroughly and wound up stuck.Isabella asked Tashia what she was going to do.  She simply sat there and shook her head.  Tony was right.  She was stuck.  She had no answer for her.Tony did.  “Tashia needs to stop fighting her memories.”  She stared at him in terror.  He said he knew she would not want him to bring that up, but really, that was the reason they were there. “We’ve spent like a good hour and half shooting the breeze essentially instead of getting to the real issue.”  Tony apologized.  He was in no way saying Isabella was not doing an excellent job but he had witnessed that Tashia was not going to make a move unless forced to do so.“Tashia,” Isabella asked gently, “do you want to remember?”“Of course I do.”  Her husband told her to be honest, and she cut a fierce glare at him, for which she quickly apologized.  “I’m sorry, Tony.  Isabella, I do want to remember, but I don’t think I can.”  He looked at her then shook his head slowly with no sign that he bought her words.  “What I mean is...”  She bit her lip and her frown reached almost to the bridge of her nose.  “In the beginning, when I first started coming here, I was kind of eager to learn but the things I’ve discovered...”  She pressed her face tightly with both hands and began shaking her head.  No.  No!  She was not letting out anything else.  She would not think about those things.“Have you found out something you haven’t shared?” Tashia did not speak.  Isabella repeated herself, but Tashia just kept shaking her head as she stared straight ahead.“Come on, Tashia,” Tony encouraged.  “You can do it.”“I won’t,” she whispered but adamantly.  “I won’t.”Five minutes had passed, and they were getting nowhere.  Tashia’s back was to her husband and her arms were crossed.  “Tashia, sweetheart, I don’t know what to do here.”  Tony kept urging but he would not break her down this time.  She did not know why Isabella was not stopping him.  If only she could block out his voice.  Somehow, some way she would have to stand firm until he eventually quit or Isabella intervened.Finally, Isabella did interrupt but not in the way she had hoped.  “Tashia, I know you’re strong enough to deal with whatever it is.  I could say when you know that too, you’ll be able to talk to me, but I won’t.”  Tashia turned and looked at her questioningly.  “The thing is, you do know you can handle it.  The memory is right below the surface.  You just don’t want to deal with it because it will hurt so badly.”“That’s not true.”“It’s not?”“Well...I don’t know.”“Let’s take the spotlight off of you for a little while.  Tony, is there anything you’d like to share with me?”“Yes.”  He looked at his wife cautiously, opened his briefcase, and slid the photograph of Tashia and Lupe over to Isabella.Tashia shot out of her seat and held shaken hands out as if to push the photo away. “How could you do this?!” she screamed at the top of her lungs.  She took steps back.  Tony went to approach her and she shoved him.  Not hard enough.  He barely moved.  She stood there with each centimeter of her body violently shaking.Isabella asked who the girls were and Tony answered, “The smaller one is Tashia when she was three, and the other is her cousin, Lupe, who was five.”“I thought that was you, Tashia.  You have the same sweet face.”  Tashia’s face had to be anything but “sweet” now.  Isabella slowly approached her and put both hands gently on her shoulders.  Without forethought, Tashia sunk into her shoulder and was surprised when she simply held her in an embrace.  The doctor held her securely while Tony, upon her request, recounted the story Aunt Kyana had told them piece by piece.  Isabella held her at a short arm’s distance and looked sincerely in her eyes. “Tashia, what happened to Lupe?”“How would I know?” she whimpered.“You do know,” she expressed with tenderness but assuredly.“If, and I mean if, I do know, I don’t remember.”“It’s right under the surface, Tashia.”“Why should I remember?” she pleaded.  “What happened back then could have nothing to do with the last nine or ten years of my life.”Isabella eased her into a chair and kneeled in front of her while she held her hands in hers. “Oh, but it could.  I’m almost certain that if you let yourself remember what happened to Lupe, you’ll be able to remember what happened more recently.”“Almost is not good enough.”  She knew Isabella must realize she was trying to hide behind those deflective remarks.“Tashia—”“I don’t want to remember!”  As if it had a mind of its own, her head began shaking wildly and she could do nothing to stop it.“Tashia, what happened?  Tell Tony and me.”“You’re safe.  It’s just us.  You’re safe with us.”“No, Tony!”  She pushed past Isabella and ran to a corner of the room.  Huddled in a ball, she would not respond to them.The clock chimed.  She heard Tony repeatedly pleading with her, “Don’t leave me, Tashia.  We can handle this together.  Please, please don’t leave me.”  He thought she was going to withdraw.  If there was one thing Tashia would not do, it was let go of her memories of him again.  There was another voice in the background, but she couldn’t hear what it was saying.  Finally, she recognized it as Isabella’s.She grabbed onto Tony, who held her tightly.  Isabella was rubbing her hair.  Tony kept pleading with her.With her eyes closed, Tashia no longer heard them.  She saw images in her mind that she kept starting to block out, but then she would not.  She kept saying to herself, “The Lord is my strength; whom shall I fear?”  She heard herself saying this rapidly, repeatedly, and frantically out loud.“What do you see Tashia?”  It was Isabella.“They saw me this time.”“Who saw you?”“They didn’t see me last time.  Oh no!  Lupe!  Lupe!  I keep screaming, but nothing comes out.”“What’s happening to Lupe?”“Aunt Liza keeps hitting her.  She fell!  Lupe, get up!  Lupe, get up!  She won’t get up!  Uncle Rodney.  He’ll get her up.  He’s crying!  She won’t wake up!  He keeps telling Aunt Liza she killed her.  Does that mean she won’t get up?  Aunt Liza’s scared.  He says he’ll fix it.  Why does he have that big knife?!  What is he going to do with that big knife?!  He cut Lupe!  All that blood!  All that blood on the knife!  I can’t move.  I wanna run for help!  I can’t!  Why don’t I just run for help?  Lupe’s in a garbage bag with all that blood!  They’re driving away, but they don’t see me.  Why can’t I just run for help?”“Who saw you this time?”“They saw me.”“Who saw you?”“Oslo and Wiles’ nephew, Regal.”“What did they see you doing?”“Witness murder.”“Whose murder?”“Regal’s wife’s murder.”“Who murdered her?”“Regal.”“Why?”“Because she gave me information about his uncle.”“How did you meet her?”“She called me.  She overheard Wiles talking to Oslo about what happened at Tony’s father’s house the night the princess was killed.  Oslo had come in when Wiles was just finishing butchering Princess Lenei.  Oslo said to pin it on Tony’s dad.  He knew that Wiles was heading somewhere high, and he wanted to be on his coattails.  Regal had not known about any of this until his wife told him the evening before.  She did not tell him she was meeting me the next night.”“How did she know to contact you?”“Because when they were talking that night, Oslo said the man he’d hired to murder Bradley and Rachel Burroughs was available to kill their daughter.  They said I’d been snooping around, and they had better get to me before I found out anything else.”“What had you found out?”“I don’t know.”  Tashia thought for a moment.  “All I had were those files Stephanie had copied for me.  I didn’t even know about Wiles then except they all worked under him.  Asking for his file was just a fluke that turned up nothing.  I was just asking for it in hopes that I might be able to find out more about the rest of them.  I did know more.  I went to my father-in-law because I saw they all went to the Naval Academy around the same time my father did.  I saw a photograph at his house from when he was teaching at the Academy.  I never even suspected him.  When I saw the date, I realized it was right when my father was there.  The date was almost unnoticeable.  I just happened to see it and then I looked close to read it.  I couldn’t believe it.  He’d said they never met.  I got someone to break in.”“What do you mean?”“There is this guy—” Tashia gasped.  “The man who followed me that day in the rain!  I tell him I need to get into my father-in-law’s office to leave a surprise for him.  His birthday is the next day.  He says he really shouldn’t let me in, but he does.  He gives me that look like I’m kind of cute, so I can’t really mean any harm.  He’ll do me the favor.“I can’t believe he left me alone.  I put the surprise on the desk. Dad’s file is so easy to access.  Why is that? But there’s a closed file within it. I can’t open it!“So much time is passing.  I’m trying to read the instructions Stephanie gave me but my hands are shaking.  Maybe I copied them wrong.  Too much time is passing.  It’s open!  I got it open!  What...what is this?  My eyes can’t be reading this.  Maybe a report.  He’s been under investigation for the murder of Princess Lenei of Pakistan and for framing Bradley Burroughs.  My dad!“I’m driving over to his house in a rage.  Tony is out of town for business until tomorrow, so he doesn’t have to know.  Dad will never tell him and I won’t either.  Dad says he didn’t do it.  I want to believe him but why won’t he tell me anything else?  He says it’s too dangerous for me.  I want to know what happened to my dad. Why was he killed? Why was my mother killed?!“I can’t sleep. Next night either.  I get a call from Regal’s wife.  She wants to meet me the following evening to give me the information I need.  It could be a trick.  But I’m going. “Tony is back.  He says I kept moaning and groaning in my sleep.  He doesn’t know I’m not going to work today.  I’m going to see her tonight.”  Tashia took a deep breath and fell silent.After a few moments, Isabella asked, “What happened when you met Regal’s wife?”“We’re at a dock on their yacht.  Scary.  Being out there at night.  She tells me everything.  I can barely walk.  I can’t believe what she’s said.  Thirsty.  Water!  I’m crazily thirsty.  I’m in their kitchen area for some water.  Someone is coming on the boat, whistling.  I peek around the corner.  Oslo and Regal!  Breathe Tashia.  Breathe!  They’ll think she’s alone.  She told me she goes on the yacht a lot when she wants to think and no one is with her.  “Oslo is coming toward her.  He’s gargantuan!  ‘You’ve been talking to your hubby about something you overheard’.  Why would Regal let him in on that?  She promises she would tell no one.  Oslo says, ‘Of course you won’t.  You obviously overheard wrong.’  As they’re walking off the boat... ” Tashia kept shuddering and blinking away the image, but it kept raging back into her mind.  She held her stomach and covered her mouth in an attempt to keep from heaving.  Retching, retching but nothing came out.  Through heaving breaths, she continued, “They’re walking off the boat.  Regal sticks a knife in his wife’s back. There’s a knife in her back!! There’s a knife in her back!!“I can’t scream.  I should scream for help and I can’t.  Oh my word!  There’s a knife in her back!! Why didn’t I save her?!  Why didn’t I do something to save her!?!  They’re looking at me.  Why are they staring at me?!  The glass!  It’s shattered at my feet!”Tashia finally opened her eyes, blinking until they adjusted to the dim lighting.  “Someone was walking along the dock.  Probably a stranger.  I begged him in my mind to discover me.  Regal went out.  He must have untied the yacht because he started driving the boat when he came back.”  Tony asked if she screamed, so the person outside could know she was in there.  She shook her head quickly. “When I saw that they’d seen me, I-I couldn’t speak.  By the time I would have been able to make a sound, Oslo already had his hand pressed against my mouth.“We went far out in the water.  They dropped her first and then they dropped me.  I remember thinking I knew it might come to that, but I really didn’t think it would end that way.  You think your life might be in danger, but you really don’t believe it until you’re faced with death.  I thought about how I had been tempted so many times to tell you what was going on with me but was so glad I didn’t because they might have killed you.  I just kept thinking and thinking about you, Tony, and about my family, and my closest friends, and my life.” She searched his eyes. “You might never know why I died just like I almost never knew why my parents died,” she cried.  “Stephanie wouldn’t have even been able to tell you that,” her voice screeched.But Tashia survived.  “I swam.  I finally decided to swim.”  Someone scooped her almost lifeless body up and pumped out the water she had swallowed.  It was Don and it was Evan.  As she shivered madly on the deck, they covered her with blankets that a woman she would later know as Chona had run to get for her.  Then it was gone.  An image was about to push into her mind and she pushed it away.  “Maybe about that woman lying at the bottom...”  She began to shiver wildly again but made out, “It was only a split second and then my past vanished.”  Tashia clung onto Tony.  “It happened again, Tony!” she cried out, broken.  “I had the chance to save someone’s life, and I didn’t.”He just kept holding her and rubbing her back.  She held him tighter.  She knew him now.  This was her husband, her Tony.  She remembered everything about him.  “I didn’t want anything in my mind since I met you, Tony, because I feared remembering what happened with Dad.”  If she had those memories, then she would have recalled everything that went along with them including Regal’s wife being killed.  “And I guess I shut down when that happened because of what happened to Lupe.  All of that was too much for me to handle because...”  She bit her quivering lip and clenched him even more.  “I don’t know anything worse than seeing someone being killed other than maybe you yourself being killed.”  She should have felt a tremendous weight lifted off of her, but she confessed that she didn’t.  Isabella asked her why not.Tashia finally let go of Tony, although he still held her hands, as she leaned her beaten body against the wall.  “Because I didn’t help them,” she answered Isabella.  “Why didn’t I help Lupe?”“How old were you when Lupe was killed, Tashia?”“Three.”“How many three year olds do you know who have the knowledge to know how to handle something like that?”Tashia thought about this.  “Maybe...probably none.”“How many adults, for that matter, know how to handle something like that?  You are still thinking in the mind of that three-year-old little girl, who was terrified and who feels horrible because she didn’t do anything.  Was there anything you could have done?”“I don’t know.  Maybe I could have told my parents, but I would have had to been able to remember what happened to be able do that.  I probably wouldn’t have told them because I would have been afraid Uncle Rodney would have stabbed them.  I didn’t talk a long time after that happened.  I couldn’t.  I was so scared, and I didn’t even know why.  Everyone thought it was because they took me to the funeral.  That wasn’t it.“I guess you’re right.  No, I know you’re right.  I couldn’t have helped Mrs. Regal either.  It all happened so fast.  I had no idea he was going to kill her.”“Besides,” Tony suggested, “if you had, and you  had run out and tried to tackle him, I don’t think that you would be here either.” He gave her hands a squeeze then kissed her on the top of her head.Tony was right.  She smiled slightly.  One question did remain, however:  What was she going to do now with what she had come to know?They had gone well beyond their appointment time, but Isabella did not charge anything extra.  They stood by the exit door.  The other client was late.  Tashia was drained.  Tony looked tired but quietly joyful.  He put his arm around his wife’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze.  He thanked Isabella for all of her help.Tashia’s heart was suddenly filled with sadness.“Does this mean that we’re at the end?  Does this mean I won’t see you anymore?”“That is completely up to you.  I do want to make sure you don’t have any unresolved issues, but you can decide if you want to continue with me.”She looked up at Tony, who just returned the look as if to say, “Whatever you want.”  “Well, maybe I can come back a couple of more times.  Maybe in a couple of weeks.”“Sounds good.  Tashia, I’m very, very proud of you, and Tony I’m very pleased with how you helped her.”  She hugged both of them, and then they left.  Tashia would have never thought when she woke up that her day would turn out like this.She had to thank Aunt Kyana for letting Tony borrow the picture, and she had to ask for her forgiveness for the thoughts about her that ran through her head when she realized she was the one who had given it to him.Chapter XXIIA week later, Tashia still had not figured out what she was going to do with what she had discovered.  This was the doubt she laid before Charles when they met up at her home shortly after her return from work Wednesday afternoon.  Tony had not spoken to his dad yet.  He was still in inner debate as to whether he would do so after church that coming Sunday.  Tashia did not want to put even her little toe in that place again but would force herself to do so one more time if it was a safe location for them to confront him.  And if it could give her husband some peace of mind...or at the least, some answers.Before answers come questions and Tashia had a plenty.  Charles and Tashia were on the third level of the house in the living room on the pleasant April afternoon, him leaning forward in the arm chair and her on the floor with a marble table between them.  His face rested in his hand and his elbow on his knee while he intermittently nodded and grunted his “mmhm, mmhm”.When she finally finished divulging to him all she had shared with Tony and Isabella about this case, he leaned back slowly in the chair with folded hands covering his mouth.  Tashia watched him and could imagine the wheels turning in his mind.  “Okay, okay,” he finally said and got out his ink pen.He had asked her to give him a large sheet of paper like one would use to draw on earlier, and now he placed their lemonades on either side of the paper as weights to prevent it from rolling up on them.  He went to the other side of the table and got onto the floor with her with a bit of difficulty.  “Not as easy as it used to be,” he grunted then winked at her.He started listing her questions at the top left corner of the page and mumbled them as he wrote.  “So you want to know who put Wiles up to murdering the princess or if it was his own idea.  How is it that no one heard her being murdered?  Why you, Tony, and his dad are still alive?  Is there a plan...?” He wrote the rest in his scribble but she figured it was something like “to knock you off”.  He paused for a moment.  “And Tony wants to know how much his father knows about the assassination, the company he’s involved in, etc., etc., etc.  You too,” he quickly added.  “Got it?”Tashia nodded.  She could not think of anything else at the moment.She looked on in admiration as he diagrammed more than 30 years earlier when Princess Lenei was still in Pakistan.  His drawing was not skilled but his organization was.  “Best to start with what we know.  Daddy has his little girl go to meet the U.S. President, top CIA officials, military, all that.”  Within two days of her arrival, she was already in contact with Wiles because he, the Prime Minister, the President, the Secretary of State, and all of their “cronies on both sides were such good buddies,” Charles expressed sarcastically in his gruff voice.  “Of course, the government mobs think just like the mafia.”“Keep your enemies closer than your friends?” Tashia queried.He smiled at her admiringly.  “You’re a smart cookie.”  Not really.  Too many old movies with Tony in the past as virtually her only avenue to spend some time with him.While others had to struggle to get accepted there, Wiles’ nephew, Regal, was a shoe-in to the Naval Academy and his good childhood friend, Benjamin Oslo, came along with him.  Regal actually was rather intelligent and there was the possibility that he got in on his own merits.  For Oslo, who was not the sharpest card in the deck, that was definitely not the case.  Yet Wiles, in his last year as Dean of Admissions at the Academy on his way into a career as Military Director at the CIA, was glad to pull the necessary strings to get him admitted.  Not only because he was such a good friend of his nephew but especially because he noted a psychological brutality in Oslo that he would ensure one day would be utilized.Charles diagrammed this information and Tashia wanted to know how he was aware of it.  “Just a minute,” he requested, as he raised his hand and finished documenting the details.  Oslo was extremely useful and he served corrupt needs well even to that day.  After graduation, instead of serving his years in the Navy, he joined the Marines.  Charles looked at Tashia cautiously before continuing.Her heartbeat quickened but she took a deep breath and asked him to go on.  “I think I can handle it.  Or at least I’ll try.”“I’ll back up a bit.  Nathan Langley, Dennis Higgins, and Ray Myers became friends of your dad and of Oslo when they were back at the Academy. You already know that.  Regal was a friend of Oslo.  You now know that.  The four who were together that night all got closer when your dad left.  You know that too.  What you don’t know is that Oslo was court marshalled while he was in the Armed Forces.  But he served no time.”Tashia blinked hard.  “W-what? For what?  Why?”“When he was deployed overseas,” Charles shook his head with utter disgust and used the index finger of his right hand to press down each finger of the left, as he went down the list, “he stole the land and huts of the poor so the U.S. could build their military bases over in Asia, murdered civilians, raped women...and girls.”  He dropped his pen on the table and with elbows propped on the table, he again folded his hands in front of his mouth as his head slowly shook.  His eyes looked ahead but fixed on nothing, as Tashia stared at him open-mouthed, with lips trembling.“There was an investigation,” he finally rasped.  “Those other three were involved in the pillaging of villages, but it’s on record what they said about the other crimes.  Violently murdered civilians.” Charles knew that sounded like an oxymoron but he described Oslo’s brutality as “completely unnecessary.  Sadistic.”“They claimed to try to stop him.  This is a federal conviction.  It’s in the federal record and the sewage scum gets off.”  He rubbed his forehead vigorously.  “In any case,” he continued with calmed tone, “I’ve seen a lot of stuff and I can’t say I’ve lived the most innocent life.  Some things just get to you,” he offered in what Tashia took as a sort of apology for his reaction.  But, as she sat there trying to control the trembling of her body, she could not imagine a reason for one.  He asked her if she wanted him to go on and she, wide-eyed with much trepidation, nodded very slowly.Oslo was the perfect candidate to infiltrate nations, to assist with getting rid of any leaders in favor of helping their people, in order to replace them with “spineless, evil puppets.”“So you’re saying...,” Tashia was barely able to get out, “the United States isn’t just in North America.”He raised his eyebrows and pointed his finger at her then tapped it to the side of his forehead a couple of times.  It was not that she was so bright.  She would let Charles know that this was not exactly uncommon knowledge to her.  Her aunts and uncles would speak of how not only the United States, but the other financially wealthy nations, the central banks, and the international corporations were running nearly every nation on the planet.  But her father did not seem to buy it, so Tashia had her doubts. Besides, at that point in her life, she had little interest.  The details Charles was giving her now were not something her aunts and uncles ever mentioned.  Or at least not in her hearing.  If they had been, she probably would not have been able to stomach them.  If it were not for her forcing herself, she would not be able to do so now.“To answer your question,” Charles continued, “there is something called declassified information.”  Tashia told him she knew that after a certain number of years, government files that were previously closed become available to the public.  “That’s right, but there is declassified info that the general public cannot easily access.”  This information is what Charles had and would continue to investigate.  This is what his source was feeding him and what he was combing through bit by bit to try to help Tashia.He waved off her thanks.  “I’m just glad you have enough faith in me.  Anyway,” he quickly got back on task, “it’s not clear that a couple of those other guys weren’t also involved in the havoc Oslo was wreaking.  He certainly wasn’t the only one.  Not to justify it, of course.  We just don’t have other names.  Stories are conflicting regarding Langley and Myers.  Higgins, though, was never mentioned from what we can see in any rape or murder allegation.”  Tashia thought back to her father’s letter.  Higgins was the one that seemed to have a conscious.“And why didn’t Oslo serve time?”“Wiles got him off.” Made sense, of course, especially if he covered for his murder of Princess Lenei.  Tashia looked at Charles’ work that diagrammed much of this with words and a few drawings.  “That might be,” he agreed in reference to Wiles’ rationale for making sure Oslo got off scott free, “but even up to present day, he knows exactly which region to target, which group of insurgents or sometimes so-called insurgents to rile up to get the elite’s job done.  Like I said, he’s not the sharpest guy but he has an uncanny ability to smell blood.”Tashia shifted uncomfortably then looked at her new friend and suddenly realized that a deep frown had gotten stuck in her brow that she could not release.  All of this was too much.  It was impossible.  But it had to all be true.“And I’m thinking,” he added, “even if it was to save their skin and if they thought they had no other choice because they were subpoenaed, the fact that those other three offered any testimony did not sit well with Oslo or his gang.”  They were charged but never convicted due to supposedly insufficient evidence.  Tashia deducted that meant that even if anyone’s conscious was whipping him, he probably believed he needed to be on his best behavior.  “Yeah,” Charles concurred.  “Gotta keep playing the game or you’ll get burnt.  Or worse.”“So is Oslo the one who negotiates with these...I don’t know what you’d call them...dictators or...?”“Oh no, no, no,” Charles clarified.  “Like I said, the central banks, big corps, and wealthy nations put in puppets so they can run the show like they want.  The puppet is just the face.  They’re the puppeteers. Sometimes, though, they put in dictators but more often than not, they paint a ruler they want to oust as one. You know, he’s a despot, murders his own people, and all that junk when they’re the ones who put him in there in the first place.  Then if he doesn’t play along, this is how they paint him.“Whether he’s a choir boy or a slime, the type of people we’re talking about are often hundreds of times worse.  And Oslo is one of the worst.  He has no class.  All street.  Regal, Wiles, and these people I’ve talked about in the banks, etcetera make the plans, Oslo adds his mob touch in what can be done in the region and has his contacts so the mission can be accomplished. Your father-in-law is the negotiator.”Tashia thrust her arm to her mouth to cover her gasp and her drink spilt on an edge of the diagram as well as on Charles’ pants.“I’m so sorry!” She stood and ran to get a towel out of the bathroom.  When she returned, he, too, was standing.  She helped him dry his pant leg and he dabbed at the paper.“Not to worry,” he chuckled.  “No damage.”  He was right about the material things but Tashia’s heart and mind were another story.He placed the towel he had folded next to the now upright glass on a clear section of the table then stood to his full height which was not that many inches more than hers.  Tashia’s bottom lip quivered. “My father-in-law?” she whispered.Charles looked at her compassionately.  “I really don’t know how much he knows or if he’s simply being used.” Bryan Gerard had a knack for getting deals.  “Who knows what story they give him but he has the charm to be able to work out a merger with banks or corps or whatever.”  Tashia thought of Tony.  She had witnessed how he certainly did have his dad’s charm.  But he would never abuse it that way.  She could not wrap her mind around Dad doing so either.“Thing is, his name is on every Board of Directors under the sun, but I haven’t seen where he’s deeply involved with what happens after the initial deal.  Not yet anyway.  And as I said, I don’t know how much he knows of the real reasons for these mergers.”Tashia plopped into a seat.  Her stomach was scrambled in all types of ways. Tony was going to be home soon.  She did not know how she was going to share all of this with him.  She could not even digest it herself.Without looking at him, she barely pieced together the words to question, “Is there...?”“No.  I got nothing else yet.  But I will.  If you want me to, that is.”She stared straight ahead and nodded slowly. She did not know how she would handle the rest but she had to know what it was.  “And the best place to start,” Charles suggested while offhandedly signaling at the diagram that he’d said she could keep, “would be with your father-in-law.  Then maybe Higgins, but I would be very cautious with that one.”Tashia just shook her head slowly.  This was too much to absorb.Charles kneeled down in front of her and the compassion in his weary eyes blanketed her heart. “Tashia, you really could be my niece.  You know, your age and how sweet you are and things like that.  I’m starting to think of you that way anyway.” He smiled slightly.  “I’ve been praying for you and I’m gonna keep praying for you and Tony.” She gave him a brief hug which he returned with a light but joyful laugh.Something about this man was really getting to her.  He was not just an uncle of a friend or a former detective trying to help them.  He was a brother in Christ who was laboring for them without reimbursement.  When she mentioned this to him, he again expressed that his pay was the fact that they were giving him the chance to help.  Tashia did not understand that, but as she closed the door behind the man who was starting to feel something like an uncle to her, she could only feel gratitude.Before the visit in September, the last time Tashia had stepped foot in Tony’s church was four years prior.  While she was in her mental fog, of course she had no recall of earlier times and Tony probably did not want to give her a recap of her observations.  Now she remembered them all too well.  The “services” were not typically as she experienced her last time there the past late summer.  There had been a pastor six years ago and there was a newer one now.  He had been away that one Sunday so others pitched in.  Tashia did not know why Tony had not told her that.  Perhaps he thought it was useless based on how she viewed things even when Pastor Lance taught.As she sat in the plush cushioned chair next to him in a sort of semi-circular configuration and waited for the new pastor, Pastor Josh, to enter, she took several silent yet deep breaths in anticipation of what might follow.  She tried to remain hopeful.  Maybe this gentleman was different.Pastor Lance had an uncanny ability toward eisegesis, of reading into any text exactly what he wanted to glean from it.  It was not that she had not experienced some of this in her own pastor’s teaching in her years growing up going to the church she and her father attended nor that she did not unintentionally do the same at times.  Because of what she had been taught and even though she had read the same book of the Bible many times, it wasn’t until a visit to Uncle David and Aunt Kyana’s church that Tashia realized that the verse “God has not given us a spirit of fear but of love, power, and of a sound mind” did not mean what it seemed to on the surface.  She would quote this verse to herself before exams or any situation in which she found herself nervous.  It could not have been clearer that Paul’s letter to Timothy dealt with speaking the truth of the gospel even in the face of persecution because of both the spirit he had not and had been given.  Nor had she understood that “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me” dealt with contentment in scarcity and in abundance.  Not good although it could be understood why one would make these conclusions.Pastor Lance, however, made her pastor look as if he did nothing but spend every waking moment in exhaustive study of the Bible.  And the last time she heard him, she sat with her mouth literally wide open from the shock of how he twisted “And the truth shall set you free” to mean everyone should tell the truth except in cases like the Egyptian midwives who saved the Israelite baby boys when Moses was a newborn.  Then she thought she would just about pass out when he tied this all in to how sometimes “our protective mistruths” serve a “greater purpose”.  Tashia had to hear what that purpose was.  Example upon example with story upon story of a wife perhaps becoming clinically depressed if she were not the type to understand why her spouse just had to spend long nights out in “meetings” with a business partner who happened to be an incredibly beautiful, luscious, sexy woman; business deals that could lead to many people losing their jobs if these “protective mistruths” about the deals were not employed; and on and on he went.  It was not that he was not a talented storyteller. It was simply that one, he was encouraging lying not to protect helpless babies as the midwives had done but to selfishly protect oneself.  And two, nothing he said had anything to do with the text.  In fact, when Tashia practically stumbled out of the building, she had to struggle to recall what the text was!  Oh yes. “The truth will set you free.”  Jesus had spoken of spiritual freedom and this guy had gone on about some foolishness about “protective mistruths”.She had not minced words with Tony that day when her power of speech returned, and he had not appreciated her “judgmental attitude”.  Now, she had to determine how she would handle the situation if there was more of the same with Pastor Josh.  In truth, whether there was or not, she hoped that she could maintain focus.  Tony and Dad were going to have a talk at the race car track after church.  She wished she could be there but knew her potential inability to control her emotions meant it was best to accept her mother-in-law’s invitation to lunch.  A long uneventful lunch.Her thoughts were interrupted when the pastor entered and everyone stood.  “You may be seated,” he said in a somber voice once he stood on stage in front of the pulpit.  Pastor Lance had been all fun and games.  And his jokes, some of them quite crude, made it seem as if they were in a comedy club rather than in a church.  This thirty-something-ish gentleman seemed serious.  There was a prayer and then they all stood in “reverence to the Word of God” as they read in unison the entirety of John 8.Tashia began to smile.  She tried to not get too hopeful that her husband might actually be in a place where he could get the truth of God’s Word but her heart could not help but to yearn for this.  As the congregation sat with their Bibles open, Pastor Josh expounded very clearly upon verses 27-32.  ‘Calm down, Tashia.  Calm down.  Oh Lord, are you using this man to one day break through to Tony?’He continued on to verses 33 and 34.  “...I said, you are ‘gods’.”  Then he proceeded to explain how each person in that building was a god.  All of the air had been vacuumed out of Tashia’s lungs in a fraction of a second.  She shot a look at Tony who looked straight ahead and subtly gave a small eye roll.  She did not know if it was in response to her reaction or to the pastor’s words.  She needed to calm herself and not jump to conclusions.  This man deserved a chance.  Maybe he would explain what he meant in a way that was understandable.  She flipped back to the Scripture to which Jesus was referring in Psalms.  Scanning through it rapidly as she tried to keep her ears keyed into what Pastor Josh was saying, she could not determine if the psalmist had used “gods” in reference to angels or corrupt officials who abused the poor and would come to death just like any other person.  Still, it was abundantly clear that neither the psalmist nor Jesus was calling angels nor men actual gods.Things did not get any better.  This man seemed to really think they were gods.  She scanned the faces of the congregants.  Some seemed to be texting.  Others sipped at coffee.  Still others gave a few quiet “amens”.  No one appeared disturbed.  Tashia began to stand to protest the absolute lunacy, the deplorable disrespect for God’s Word but Tony’s hand held hers firmly on the armrest.  She would have insisted that he let her go, but the words were stuck in her throat.  In fact, she probably would have stood there looking like a fool with the only way to express herself being through hand gestures.A rapid prayer and a few minutes later, they were out of there.  In the parking lot, he whispered that “you can’t pay attention to half of what Josh says”, gave her a quick kiss on the cheek, and then rode off with his dad while she stood outside of his mom’s car flabbergasted.  “Are you going to get in, hon?” Mrs. Gerard asked, as she held the door open for her from inside of the car with a pleasant smile.  Tashia sunk into the seat and somehow managed to close the door behind her.As she turned her back on the place she was sure she would never see again, one question resounded in her mind:  ‘Then why in the world do you go there, Tony?!’This was one of the rare times Tony recalled not enjoying time with his dad.  After a few cycles around the race track, he wanted a break.  As they sat on the bleachers observing the other few drivers, he advised his father not to remove his helmet.“Oh, you’re going to want to get in some more rounds?” he asked as he loosened the strap.Tony did the same.  “All depends on what I hear from you today.”  As to their head gear, he would not have been the least surprised if they had been followed and he did not want anyone picking up anything from their conversation.  From what he could see of his expression, his father did not seem fazed by his observation.  He probably concurred.“Dad,” he began with voice weighed down by trepidation, “I gotta ask you some things and I really need your honest answers.”“What do you want to know?” he asked in what seemed to be sincere open invitation.Tony, sitting upright, sighed and delved right into the topic.  He knew he was on the Board of Directors of several corporations.  It was best that he not divulge how he knew or even why he wanted to know. What pressed on him relentlessly was whether or not his father was aware of these companies’ involvement in human trafficking.“I don’t know much about that,” he remarked almost nonchalantly.  “I’ve heard more about drug imports and exports.”  Tony squinted at his dad and now wished he could have a clearer view of his face.  “I don’t get very involved in those details.”“But...huh?  Don’t you want to know what the companies you’re directly dealing with, that are lining your pockets with dough, are mixed up in?” he asked incredulously.His father simply sighed.  “It’s the way of the world son.  It’s how countries get their booming economies. That money allows for the building of hotels, casinos, amusement parks, malls.  Schools.  Where would the children of the world be without schools?”He could not be hearing this.  For a moment he thought that perhaps the person under the helmet was not his dad.  But he had changed into the same clothes that his father owned.  Those were his hands with the wedding band.  That was his voice.  “Dad, they also tear apart families, get people strung out, increase crime.”His father sighed again. “Don’t get me wrong.  I don’t like any of those things, but there are always casualties with progress.”If there were a roof, Tony would have had to force himself from hitting it.  “ ‘Progress’?”  He instantly lowered his voice. “Dad, do you know that Untell is directly involved with selling Pakistani girls into sex slavery?”His father fell silent for several moments.  “...No...I knew nothing about that.”“That could have been your little friend from there if she had not happened to grow up in a palace or wherever she grew up.  And it’s boys, too.  Are you saying you’re okay with that?” he inquired, voice trembling.  “And how about the deal of having people work and not paying them a living wage.  Not paying them a minimum wage,” he spoke in quavering whisper.  “Not paying them jack.”  Dad’s eyes were downcast.  He shook his head almost imperceptibly.  “But that’s all okay because Tony or whatever kid gets an education paid for because his daddy gets the endless payday from these crooks.”“I have done almost everything in life from the moment you were born for you, Tony,” his father defended with his vision pointed directly in his son’s eyes.“I never needed blood money,” Tony shot back.  “And blood.  What about your friends?”“What are you talking about?”Tony shared at violent speed without letting on how he came upon the information.  “Thieves, murderers, and rapists?” he concluded after giving a summary of the findings.  “Exactly.” Tony’s jaw shook upon impact.  The character of the people he had been dealing with for decades was no secret to his father.  Tony could not stop staring at him.  “I’m of value to them but these are the type of people I’m dealing with.  They have Lenei hanging over my head.  They tried to kill my daughter-in-law. They jumped my son.”“Why haven’t they done away with us then?” Tony pleaded.“Like I said, I’m valuable to them.  And I do believe you’re right that it was the albino who was the main one behind all of this.  I don’t think all of them are in agreement or we would be dead.“But let me make something very clear to you, son.  No one is irreplaceable.  You or Tashia go too far, they find someone who can do what I’ve done all these years, and it’s lights out.  You stop now or it could be lights out anyway.”He stood, walked swiftly to his vehicle, jumped into it, and made several cycles around the track.  Tony’s eyes followed the black race car, as the image that he had held so long of his father dissipated and his words resounded in his ears.Tony’s hand rested on Tashia’s abdomen as he held her with her back to his chest.  He kept rubbing.  He had tossed and turned for a good hour.  Neither of them were able to sleep.“Your stomach feels different,” he remarked in that quiet deep voice that sent tingles down her spine when they were close like this.“Not as many rolls?” she joked and he concurred that it did feel firmer.  Strangely, even after the return of her memory, Tashia found that the diet she had partially adopted out of convenience when an amnesiac continued.  She was sure she would never be like Tony with his strict dietary choices –nor did she want to be— but eating the super-flavorful meals with him, being in his company with more to say than they had in years, or even simply silently yet comfortably sharing was something she had come to cherish.  And she hated to admit it but she discovered that she had more energy.  Plus, while her figure was far from taut, the ten-pound unanticipated weight loss did let her clothes hang in a more appealing fashion.“I don’t care either way,” he interrupted her thoughts.  “Just an observation.”  She knew that was all it was and really loved how she felt accepted by him.  His lip pressed to her ear.  “Tashia, I really need you.”She rolled to face him and examined his chestnut brown smooth complexion, penetrating eyes that at that moment did not hold the normal teasing smile, perfectly arched nose, and semi-full lips that hung down in a bit of a frown. “Tony,” she responded, as she grasped his hand, “you know I’m always here for you.”He squeezed his lips together and slightly shook his head.  “No.  I need to be with you, Tashia.”  Palpitations raced through her heart.  He looked at her earnestly and nearly with desperate yearning.  “This is my dad.  I just can’t believe...he’s okay with these things.”  Tashia rubbed the side of his face as he did the same to her back.  “Not okay but...  How can he...how can he accept and even participate in such filth?” he asked with his face expressing his internal disgust.  “Just turn a blind eye? Act like everything is all right because you don’t get mixed up in the details?” he begged incredulously.  While at the restaurant that night Tony and Tashia returned from North Carolina, his father had acted as if he believed the men would not be directly involved in getting rid of him, Tony, or Tashia.  Yet just that afternoon he so clearly stated that he knew exactly what they were capable of which, Tony admitted, made him fear what else his dad knew and was not revealing.  “Who is he, Tashia?  Who is he really?“And me? And us? What are we going to do?  How can I go to work tomorrow for a government that is so evil?”  He pressed his forehead against hers and closed his eyes.  “I don’t know.  I don’t know anything.  Is the whole government evil?  I don’t know.  Am I really helping protect our citizens with my little national security job? Could I be helping on one hand but involved in something totally destructive without being aware of it, too?”Tashia watched his pained expression while her heart shred layer by layer.  For him.  For herself.  For the victims of heinousness.  For her parents.  “So many secrets,” he whispered then finally slowly opened his eyes again.  “I feel...I feel like you are the only person I can fully trust, Tashia.”  He held her so tightly.  “I need you sweetheart.”  She clenched onto him.  “I need you so badly.”  As he began to kiss her neck and face, her body trembled with his pain and hers and with the joy of being with him.Chapter XXIIIIt was the end of June. Tony still left for the same job five days a week at 6 a.m. although with little internal enthusiasm.  He never stepped into his playroom and when Tashia occasionally went in to see if anything had altered, she saw that all remained the same as the morning before their appointment with Isabella.  They still had the refrigerator and the stove.  He would not use the laptop the job had given him and had bought a new cell phone from a little known company.  No store that they discovered was involved in trafficking would get a red cent from them.  To him, as he had relayed to her, these things were very little but that is all he knew to offer at the moment.Tashia felt as stuck as Tony did.  Regal’s wife had said that there was a plot to put the princess’ death on her father but all she had known died with her.  Now, so many months after their meeting with him, Tashia had her father-in-law’s story but they had no concrete proof Wiles murdered the princess.  Nor did she know who took her parents away from her.  Oslo hired someone but who?  There was no way to prove that Oslo was involved with her parents’ death nor her attempted murder.  Nor was there a way for her to know who the person was who had shot out their tires.  Certainly her father was getting too close to the truth but the question remained:  How close?  She and Tony had only one avenue to discovering the truth.“Uncle Charles”.They had either seen him together or separately only a few times since the afternoon he first started diagramming for Tashia.  He had come over to their home a couple of times and they made it over to his apartment once.  Tashia even had the opportunity to present him to Anuli and Stephanie.  Every time she thought about introducing Charles to his own nephew, she fell into a fit of laughter.  What was not the least funny was the reason for the perceived need to put on an act.  It was not until she was behind the closed doors of her home and out of the possible surveillance area that Tashia finally felt that she was not being constantly watched.It was an incredibly unnerving situation.  Always trying to act normal while sensing that there were eyes watching her and her husband’s every move.  Still, it was odd how she had adapted to this sort of life to an extent.  Whether helping students, sitting in church, singing in her car, taking a lunch break walk with Sheryl, or chatting it up at any location with Stephanie, 90% of her mind would ignore unseen presences while 10% expected that they were probably really there.One of her greatest joys was being able to spend time with Stephanie again.  Her best friend had been commuting to Richmond daily for three months after being reassigned.  The 4-hour round trip four days a week even with the one day of work from home left her mentally haggard.  She was now working as an information security contractor in the private sector.  Growing her own business was something she had always desired to do but now it was necessity.  Anuli retained his job as a postal worker, they down-sized to a smaller home, and Anuli and the twins had back a wife and mother who was not simply present in body.Tashia also got back time with her best friend.  The couples did not bother to play act that there was any tension between them.  They highly doubted that anyone bought that there was really anything going on with Tony and Stephanie.  It was not even worth the bother, if they did.  Tashia and Tony were doing nothing personally to further research anything and the goons who had so drastically transformed their lives should be well aware of that.  Charles was a different story.After many tries, he was able to get in touch with his former partner’s uncle, Thomas Abernathy.  Abernathy was an FBI agent, several years younger than his nephew at forty-seven years old. “Funny how that happens,” Charles had commented.  Abernathy had made contact with Higgins and they were supposed to have a meeting in less than a week’s time.  Tony had not been so sure that it was the wisest idea for an agent to communicate with this man.  After all, he would imagine that Higgins would leak back to his friends that this had occurred and fingers would point back to Tashia and to him. Charles did not agree. Abernathy had not made the gentleman aware of the reason for his calling on him.  Given Higgins’ line of business in the Intelligence Community at the Defense Intelligence Agency sector of the Department of Defense, it could be for any reason.  Although the FBI dealt with national intelligence issues while Higgins’ sector more related to international matters, there was enough overlap in the intergovernmental agencies, that there was a level of cooperation between them.  And there would certainly be nothing specific disclosed regarding the nature of the meeting before it occurred.Tony expressed his hope that Charles was correct but had much pause concerning what would follow once they did meet.  Tashia trusted their friend’s take completely.  Nonetheless, she was crazily antsy.  The meeting could not take place quickly enough.In the meantime, Charles had come across a very interesting piece of information via an insider whose name he could not mention.  There was a plan to replace Tony’s dad that had been in the works for several years.  When Tashia, sitting across from him again in the living room, heard this, her heart had stopped.  Tony joined them this time and she could sense that his had as well.  That meant that Dad was not such a valuable bargaining chip.  He was dispensable and so were they.“Who is it?” Tony voiced cautiously.He laid a copy of an official document from meeting minutes and subsequent report on the table for both to see.  It read: “Bryan Gerard’s son”.Tashia blinked hard.  Tony squinted and then he laughed.  “What type of joke...?”  Tashia looked from one to another in much confusion.  Tony nodded slowly.  “I guess, maybe, this could have been an old plan.”  Tashia wanted to understand how so.“Up until a year or so back, my father seemed to be priming me for his position.  Meetings with dignitaries, corporations, and boring junk like that.”  Word got back to Tony that some of the higher-ups thought he had great negotiating skills.  “I never saw how any of this was related to my job at the Defense Department nor did I so much care.  If I could help my father now and again secure a deal, great.  If he never wanted help again, even better.”Charles agreed that with what Tashia had gotten mixed up in, it was a strong probability that Tony was no longer in the running.  Besides, it seemed odd that he would have been a candidate considering his father’s history with these men.  Yet he was not completely sure.  “You can never know what those types are thinking,” was his observation.Even a week later, Abernathy and Higgins had not met.  Something came up and their meeting was delayed.  Tashia thought she was going to pass out if she did not get some more definitive answers soon.  Yet she could not be more grateful for all Charles had found out for them in so little time.He had come over to personally give them the news.  It was already after 9 and Tony had not gotten home.  He called to let Tashia know he had to work super late that Thursday night.  Charles had apologized for coming over so late when he arrived after 8, but Tashia was glad for the company.  The rain tapped on the window of the family room where they sat for once not talking about the case.  There was nothing new anyway.He had obviously enjoyed the meal Tashia shared with him and now he sat sipping peppermint tea.  She looked at the rugged face and thought of the heart of this man.  His exterior did not quite match what she was finding inside.  Yes, he had a bit of an edge but it was not too rough.  There was something about him that made her feel as if she could talk to him about just about anything.“Thanks so much for the tea and the meal,” he expressed in his gravelly voice as he placed the mug on the table.  “I’m not much of a tea sort of guy, but that was really good.”  Tashia smiled and asked what his usual beverage of choice was.  “Beer and hard liquor,” he said with no hint of joking then broke out into a large smile.  “Well, maybe a long time ago but not anymore.”Tashia curled her feet under her and leaned her elbow on the back of the couch as she watched him.  “You’re a very curious man, Charles.  I’ve just known you have a lot of history.”  His smile waned quickly as he lifted his eyebrows and looked down.  Tashia had not meant to make him feel uncomfortable.“Well, it’s very good that you can now recall your own history.”  She nodded with an eager grin.  If he wished not to speak about himself, she would not press.  He looked at her with a tired yet genuine smile.  “And I bet that really helps with your relationship with Tony.”  Now it was Tashia’s turn for her visage to turn serious.  “Oh, I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to—”“No, it’s all right Charles.”  She paused then said, “Actually, in many ways our relationship is better than it’s ever been.”“But?”“But,” she chuckled briefly at how easily he had read her, “I guess maybe you can tell that Tony is not a Christian?”  He nodded.  “He’s a real nice guy.  Moral and everything.”  “It’s a strain on you.”  Tashia sighed.  That was exactly it.  Of course she had discussed this with Stephanie ad nauseum but she wondered if this gentleman with much more life experience than either of them might have an additional perspective as a somewhat neutral third-party.“Your husband reminds me a lot of me in earlier days.”Tashia sat up straighter in her seat.  “Really?”“Yeah, except he seems a lot more accepting.  I wanted nothing to do with God.  I barely tolerated hearing about Him.”Tashia was truly shocked.  Sure, people are not necessarily who they were or who they will be.  She just had never picked that up about Charles.  “He saved me.  He can save anyone.”Tashia wanted to hear more.  She wanted to hear everything.  Charles agreed on the condition that she did not run around telling everyone.  She smirked.  “This is not for common consumption Unc.  This is to help me.”  She hugged a pillow to her chest as she listened attentively.  Charles leaned back and shared his past.His Nigerian father and Cuban mother had met when the former did his studies in Cuba.  Charles was born one year after their marriage and his younger brother less than two years later.  It was not easy getting off the island, but by the time Charles was five, they were living in a small row house in Baltimore.  Charles’ dad was a true Christian.  He had always thought his mom was as well.  His “papi”, as he called him, was the kindest, strongest, bravest man he had ever met to that very day.  When cancer began to eat away at his organs, he begged God not to take his father away.  God did not listen.So at 7 years old, he was without his father.  Angry, bitter, unruly.  Within a year and a half, his mother had met a new deacon at their lunatic church.  In Charles’ mind, he had seen it as crazy anyway, although he was sometimes impressed by the athleticism of the older people when they “got the Holy Spirit”.  His father had never participated in the acrobatics and his mother was more subtle when she did.This deacon, Ernest, weaseled his way into their lives with his charm in no time.  There was not a single second that Charles liked him but his mother was crazy about him.  Who he showed himself to be pre-matrimony was the polar opposite of who he revealed himself to be within weeks of their marriage.At this point in the story, Charles’ jaw began to tremble and Tashia sat with held breath.  Maybe she should not have delved into this man’s hurt, but something within her was compelled to hear more as long as he was willing to share.Ernest was an absolute brute.  He showed the perfect demeanor outdoors but he was a savage animal once they were bolted in with him.  He was not too fond of Charles’ younger brother but he absolutely despised Charles.  With or without known cause, he would suddenly beat him or lock him in a tiny dark, humid room for hours without food.While Charles laid awake at night and Emmett slept, he would sometimes hear their mother’s pleas.  “Please,” she would beg.  “I’m just so tired.”  He did not care.  She was his wife and she was to submit to him.  He did not know then exactly what went on behind the closed doors of married people, but his mind would never forget his mother’s cries of pain along with Ernest’s grunting.  And she was not deprived of a literal paddle to her behind or fist to her belly.  For no reason.  Just because he felt like it.  The beast was pure evil.  At least he sometimes had rationale with Charles having a smart mouth or when he was just a bit older, cursing him to his face.  But his mother was a submissive puppy.Charles pitied her and resented her at the same time.  God, he hated.When his sister, Amelia, was born with cerebral palsy, Charles decided God did not even exist.  It was not the cerebral palsy.  It was because of how she was mistreated.  His baby sister, who he adored to that day, had above normal intelligence.  She could walk.  But she could not walk without special crutches and she slurred her words.  Ernest seemed to have a special disdain for her because of her condition.  Her complexion was very fair.  He would tear down her underpants and wail into her until her delicate skin was purple, black, and blue.  Amelia could not even sit after the beatings.  Her screams were those that Charles could not get out of his mind.  And no one helped.  The church people said that his mother and the children had to obey.  He was the head of the home.  His mom really got it the night Ernest discovered she had been talking.  She was just trying to get help.  She dared not call the police because she really thought that maybe she just was not being the type of wife and mother God had called her to be.God could not exist.  That was all there was to it.  And his mother’s stupidity in believing that there was any god irked Charles beyond measure.  No one had protected them from losing their father.  No one was protecting them from the fiend.  But when Charles reached 14 years old, he knocked Ernest down so hard, he thought he might have killed him.  And he was glad!!  If the scum of the earth managed to survive, he would never put his vile hands on his mother, sister, or brother again!!The man barely made it out of there.  He never returned.  His mother received the divorce papers.  They later found out that he married one of the girls he had been sleeping with most of the time he was married to Charles’ mother.“That’s why I wanted to be a cop.  To try to protect people.  To fight injustice because there is so much of it in the world.”  Tashia quickly closed her open mouth and swallowed.  “And to answer the question you’re dying to have answered, God used a very special friend to bring me to Him.” He smiled softly at her.  “You remind me of her.”“I do?” she asked with surprise.  “How?”“You’re sweet.  She was the sweetest person I had ever known.”Tashia laughed.  “Are all of your friends women?”He shrugged with a grin.  “Most of them.”  Sadly, he had to admit that when he first met her all he wanted to do was “get in her pants”.  Tashia’s face instantly flushed.  “Sorry ‘bout that, but it’s the truth.  Fact of the matter was that I was not a wife and child beater but I wasn’t a nice person.  My wife left me because I cheated on her.  Lots of beer, liquor, and women when I was off duty.  When I was on, it was all about the job.“But I saw something in that woman that I’d seen in no other.  She was very, very bright.  Her faith was not blind, but I was too jaded to see it as anything but.  She could tell me from A-Z what the evidence was for the resurrection and I, a guy whose livelihood was based on evidence that was strong yet weaker than any of this, would reject it all.  I had pushed down so ferociously the possibility that there was a god, that I fought with everything within me what I really knew.  On a subconscious level I did this but I would never acknowledge the doubt that I had.”  Tashia asked what that was.  “It didn’t make sense that I was boiling with anger with someone I claimed didn’t exist.”  Charles would blatantly ignore this question when it rose in his mind.  “But I couldn’t ignore who she was.  Not but so long.  I saw God in that woman.  And eventually I had to admit that He was really there and I wanted to live for Him.  Not just like that, you understand.  It took time.”Tashia looked at him in awe of what God had done with him.  She expressed her happiness that He had used his friend in his life.  He nodded and said he was grateful as well.  “It sounds like you love her.”  He smirked and just shook his head. Tashia was not the type to leave leaves unturned but she figured she could not press this man to reveal more than all that he already had.“All this to say,” he said as he gently took her hand, “there’s hope for Tony.  God saved Saul, the man who delivered His people to the butchers.  What is impossible with man is possible with God.”  Tashia drunk in his words as he looked at her with pointed sincerity.  She heard the door open and Tony’s car pull into the garage.  “You don’t need to try to convince your husband with your words. You couldn’t do that any way.  I see a guy who isn’t interested.  Not yet.  But take it from someone who no one ever thought would be where I am now.  Keep praying and just live with Christ’s Spirit living through you.”  The door that adjoined the kitchen to the garage closed.  Tony was whistling.“Tashia?” he called and her heart warmed when she heard his footsteps.“He saved me.  He used me to save my mom.  I’m praying along with you that Tony is next.”She gave his hand a big squeeze and smiled brightly.  “We’re in here, honey,” she answered and then they both stood to greet him.Abernathy and Higgins did finally meet at the beginning of July.  Charles followed a week later with a trip down to Texas where the agent lived.  Tashia kept pleading with the Lord to help her to keep from losing her mind.  It seemed that they would never have the answers they sought.Yet Charles returned and while she sat with him and Tony in the upstairs living room, she had to do everything to restrain herself from jumping out of her skin.  Maybe he did not find out much and she could not be going crazy if he did not.As usual, her friend lost no time.  He placed something on the marble table top. “What’s that?” Tashia inquired.“A dictaphone,” Tony responded although her question was directed at Charles.  The moment he did, she recalled her pediatrician speaking into one of those when she was younger.  She asked Charles if he had obtained a statement from Abernathy.  She was unsure why she had expressed herself that way and did not fail to note Tony’s smirk.“Nope,” he stated with no further detail.Tony began chuckling, “Don’t tell me you recorded him?”“Yep,” he replied with his finger hovering over the play button. While Tashia’s eyes drilled holes in the machine in anxious anticipation, Tony guffawed, “Excellent. This is excellent. You taped a federal agent? With or without his knowledge?”In spite of her sweating to hear what was on the tape, Tashia could not help but be amused by her husband.  It was rare that she saw him like this.Charles shrugged one shoulder and stated that he did not know if Abernathy was aware or not.  “And frankly, I don’t care,” he rasped.  “I’ve saved that kid’s hide more times than he can count.  He can do me this favor.  Now, listen up.  The sound isn’t that great.”  He looked at Tashia with much concern. “Gotta warn ya, though, this is hard to hear.”  Of the sound quality, she was certain he was not speaking.  With the need to know what was on the tape stronger than her fear, she nodded her permission for him to proceed.He pressed play and Tashia slid out of her seat onto the floor to get closer to the device.  Tony sat way forward in his.  It seemed that no one was breathing except Charles.“I told him the FBI was investigating a cold case due to recent findings.  Because it happened on American soil, we were involved.  We understood he might have something to add that could possibly fill in some of the pieces of the puzzle.”  This had to be Abernathy speaking.“Pure fabrication?” Charles asked.The other man snickered.  “The man’s conscious has been driving him mad.  I mean he is almost crazy. I couldn’t believe it when he handed this over to me.  I’ve never had my job made so easy for me.  It was like he couldn’t wait to get rid of it. Listen.”There was a click and Tashia soon realized that Charles had recorded a recording. And he was right.  The sound was muffled.A woman with an accent Tashia initially could not identify told a man she called “Jacob” she could no longer gather information from him on his government.  She had fallen in love with Tony’s father!  The Pakistani government did send her to the U.S. to get information.  Because she had grown up believing it was a country full of evil people, she had agreed.  It was not.  Jacob was evil because he was willing to sell out his country, but she could not help him.He asked her what she was going to do.  If she returned empty-handed, what would become of her?  She had no plans to return.  He called her a fool if she thought Gerard was going to leave his wife and hide out around the world with her.“I don’t know if he will.  I want to be with him, but I’m not going back no matter what.”“I’ll return with you.”“Jacob, don’t be a fool.  If you even try to approach my government, they will kill you.  Don’t think your position will protect you.”“Not if you vouch for me.”“What is ‘vouch’?”“If you tell them I’m all right, and I’m trying to help you.”“But why would you do that?  Is it greed?”“It’s love.”“Love?”“I love you.”“Oh, come now.  I am no fool.  You lust after me.”“Love.  Lust.  Whatever.”  There was rumbling.  Maybe a struggle.  “Jacob, let go of me!”  Her voice quickly sounded farther away.  “I do not want to see you again.”“Where are you going?” he called after her.“Away from you.”“You better not go back in there with that slime, Gerard.”“Good-bye Jacob. You know the way out.”There was a click, as if someone had turned off the recorder.  The next sound was Lenei’s voice, but this time she sounded frantic.“Did you kill him?!”“No.”  It was Jacob again.  “I slipped something strong in his water.”“His water?”“Gerard is so predictable.  He gets up every night and gets a glass of water.”“How would you know that?”“Your pretty little head has a lot more than that to worry about.”Another struggle ensued, this one more intense than the prior.  “Don’t touch me!  You’re drunk!”“Don’t you scream!”“He’s right here.”“Does that mean we can do this someplace else?” he slurred.“No!”“How can you be here with him like this?  If him, then why not me?”“Because I love him.  I don’t love you.  I should have never let you in!”Tashia shook at the crack that resounded.  Like a smack crashing across someone’s face, but all Lenei uttered was a desperate, “Bryan, wake up!”“Stop shaking him.  He’s not going to wake up.”“What are you doing?  You can’t kill him.”“Then you and me right here.  Right now.”“No!”“I’m serious Lenei.”Her voice came out terrified, “Get that knife away from my neck.  You are weak.”“What?!  I can take this from you right now!”“You are powerless.  No matter what you do to my body, you will never have control over me!  You will never have power over me!”  Her voice shook uncontrollably but there was a strength that bolstered her words. “You are a pitiful, weak excuse for a man!”There was absolute silence.  And then animal-like grunting noises.  “Jacob, what are you doing?  Wiles what are you doing?  No!!”  Her protests became muffled as if he had stuffed something in her mouth.The sound of what was probably skin being slashed and the stifled screams of agony were nauseating.  Tashia stared at Tony whose eyes were filled with terror.Charles clicked off the recorder.Tashia could not remove her sight from the machine.  Her face trembled without control.  Charles put his hand softly on the top of her head and Tony, who had slid around to join her on the floor, tugged her toward him.Higgins had a sick fetish when he was much younger of desiring to hear couple’s most private moments.  He confessed this to Abernathy.  When he and his friends crashed over at their professor’s home after his birthday celebration, he happened to have gotten up to go to the bathroom.  Actually, it was to vomit the contents of his stomach after the binge drinking.  He saw Princess Lenei.  She was stunning.  Gerard told her he had to leave but he would return very soon.  The guys were knocked out but she was to be very discreet.  Higgins hid seated in a tiny space behind a door.When the jiggling on the knob came about a half hour later, she seemed to have forgotten Gerard’s warning, as she eagerly came out of the bedroom and swung open the side door.  It was not Gerard.  The conversation was hushed but as it proceeded, Higgins decided this was the time to start recording. Maybe the professor would return and there would be a big fight.  That would be perfect.  He grinned to himself, hidden from the world and to his sight, the world hidden from him.The only argument was between the princess and Jacob Wiles.  But what he had heard!  It could not be that she was sleeping with the dean and his instructor.  If them, maybe him.  Of course, that was just mad dreaming.Gerard arrived shortly after Wiles’ departure.  With his return, Higgins’ obsession was deeply fed.He was going to slip back into the room way on the other side of the lodging but Gerard got up to get water.  Higgins decided to camp out there another good half hour, maybe listening in on the lovers’ conversation, even though he was starting to feel the need to go to the bathroom again.All thoughts of the call of nature disappeared when he suddenly heard Wiles’ voice.  Inside Gerard’s bedroom!  Perhaps the princess had let him in through a window or another door.Now Tony and Tashia had the answer to the first question.  Jacob Wiles had murdered the princess in cold blood while her lover lay next to her drugged to the point of severe unconsciousness.“And my father and his friends were stone cold drunk on the other side of the house,” Tashia concluded.“No,” Charles corrected.  “They were drugged too.”“W-what?” Tony asked, perplexed.“Higgins.  Very sick individual.  He didn’t want anyone to join the audio show with him and he definitely didn’t want anyone knowing what he did for fun.”Very sick indeed. But redeemed by his willingness to spill his guts. The three of them just hoped they would not be literally spilt.After three weeks’ time, Tashia could not get the contents of the recording out of her mind.  A man had gotten away with murder for over three decades.  The sound of that woman being slaughtered and the images of her slain body filled her head when she was awake and when she slept.  There had to be something done about this.Tony was satisfied that they both had the answers that they sought.  To go further would mean certain death. Besides, the FBI, if they chose to use it, now had this information on Wiles.  Tashia, scarred by how she was seeing how the world around her really was, argued what did that matter.  But it might. They had been gathering data on Wiles for some time.  Even with her growing cynical way of thinking, what Tashia could not figure out but Tony had guessed was why the man was running around free now campaigning for the presidency.  Tony, who had always been one to watch television more than his wife, could not turn off the set quickly enough if he saw that murderer’s face on it. The stories Charles had shared with them of what he and his friends were involved in around the world was enough to make one violently ill.  And of course, everyone was talking about who was going to be the next president.  To be able to engage in a normal conversation about this was something neither of them could do. What they had heard personally on that tape could ruin a person permanently.Charles confirmed Tony’s hypothesis.  Yes, the FBI had Wiles under investigation but first, there was the question as to how much admissibility a recording such as the one Higgins had produced for Abernathy would have.  More importantly, people in extremely high positions, even when the public became partially aware of their crimes, could literally get away with murder if those in their elite group wished that to be the case.  The media push, all the money that was being poured into Wiles’ campaign, the results of the fixed opinion polls made it obvious to those who knew what happened behind the scenes that the plan was for him to be the next President of the United States.  And given that no unforeseen circumstances occurred, no one, including a little Mrs. Tashia Gerard, was going to have any part in stopping the plan from succeeding.This is the battle she dealt with day after day.  It was summer vacation.  She was about to finish grad school.  Whereas she would have normally enjoyed her work-free days and been immensely excited about the next step in her career, her mind was boggled with the evil in the world.  And if she kept silent, that would just have to mean she was contributing to it.  Princess Lenei was murdered.  Mrs. Regal lay discarded at the bottom of a river.  People were being hurt daily and she was doing absolutely nothing about it.  She and Tony had several heated discussions about this.  Although they were not actually arguing, the tension from the discord was nothing she desired in their marriage.  Maybe he was right.  It could be that she was being completely unrealistic.  Really, how could one woman stop the abuse of people around the world?  To whom would she even go? Everyone was so interlinked with everyone.  There was no one trustworthy who had real power to do anything.Still, the letter Charles had given to her by way of Abernathy made her hope otherwise.  Written by Higgins, she could not get rid of it.  She had meant to.  This was another source of profound irritation for Tony once he discovered that it had not been destroyed.  “Burn it, Tashia!”  But she could not.  And he would not.  Although a response would not come from him when she inquired why not, she suspected that Tony would not do that to her.  That he understood that the letter was a link to her past.  Higgins had requested that what he had written be delivered to Bradley Burroughs’ daughter.  Tony was struggling all types of ways with the loss of the father he had thought he had known.  Not known very well but well enough.  Most of this was internal because, as he had expressed to Tashia, it was the only way he could work through it at the time.  She ached for him to let her in but she knew he was unable to until he had battled through this on his own first.  But of one thing Tony was certain.  He at least had a father present.  Hers would not return.  Tashia believed it was for that reason he would not take care of the letter’s destruction himself.Tashia sat in the dining room one July afternoon while Tony was at work.  She and Stephanie were supposed to meet for lunch but something had come up with the twins.  It might have been nice to get out of the house, but Tashia did not mind so much.  She found herself becoming more of a recluse since that visit from Charles when they finally verified who had taken Princess Lenei’s life.  She had given up trying to talk through her feelings with Tony.  She needed him but all conversation would probably lead back to his inner fight concerning his dad.  There was no way she could know this was true, of course, because he shared so little.  His brooding presence deeply disturbed Tashia.  Her need to be able to be open with her husband was equivalent to her desire for him to be able to be open with her.  So she could not go to him but she could always go to God.  Tashia saw that the Lord had changed her from the person she once was.  A person who would have nearly broken under the pain of the distance she was experiencing between her and Tony.  One that was different than when they had struggled in the past because she now recognized it was not just she who was hurting.  He was as well.Being in the dark so long with her amnesia helped her to view things about herself and about her husband from a perspective that she never had.  She saw how diminutive her faith was compared to what she had thought it was, but it steadily grew as she had to rely on the Lord to get through what became not only an emotionally exhausting but a sometimes nearly emotionally devastating seven months.  Seven months.  It seemed so much longer.She discovered that she was a frightened kitten, and now that her memory was restored she realized she had always been that way, particularly concerning Tony.  Her heart had not only been bruised because of her love for him. It had been absolutely shredded.  And as soon as it started to mend it would be shredded again.  She had to rely on him when she was in her fog.  It had taken almost all of those seven months, but she had finally learned how to relinquish all her fears concerning loving him too much.  She did love him, and it was going to hurt.  But that was all right.  He loved her too, and she could now see that it injured him deeply when something he did hurt her.  Her vision concerning this was so cloudy before.  Even now when he had returned to a quietness that could be brutal in its intensity, she had no doubts about his love.  More so, she was learning more and more to relinquish her fears to God.  Her husband was not going to always be able to be there for her.  Growing up, she had her dad.  When he was gone, it seemed her life was over.  Then she met Tony.  He was going to fill the voids.  It was not a conscious thought of hers that he would, but the reality was that she had expected this.  More so, she longed for this.  To this very day, that was her longing.  Yet not only her mind but her heart was beginning to accept that only Jesus could meet her deepest yearnings.  No man could do that.  The desire for her husband to do so was normal, but she had to look to God.The times she spent at home alone were filled with such a sweet fellowship she had never before experienced with the Lord.  While she would have preferred not to have the pained confusion of what to do with all the horrors she had discovered and the ache of how things were at present with Tony, her communion with God was irreplaceable.  She would have traded it for nothing in the world and knew it was produced from her relying on Him so much, talking to Him, reading His Word, and simply being in His presence because of all that was going on in her life.Tashia slid the letter out of her pocket and smoothed out its creases as she put it before her on the dining room table.  She only read it when Tony was not home.  In three weeks’ time, she had read it nearly daily.Mrs. Gerard, I would first like to state that your father, Bradley Burroughs, was one of the most honorable men I have ever known.  I have the deepest regret and there is not a day that does not go by that I do not regret what we did to him.  I heard our current Secretary of Defense murder Princess Lenei of Pakistan.  I could not move for I’m not sure how long until I heard your father-in-law’s screams.  When I did, all I could do was run back to where I should have been that entire night, in the room with my fellow classmates.  Benjamin Oslo and Nathan Langley awakened, but they did not know I had not been there the entire time.  The other two, Ray Myers and your father, remained asleep.It was Oslo’s idea to have Gerard leave and put Brad in the bed with the princess.  I now know it was not solely to protect Gerard.  It was to point the finger away from Wiles and to keep one of the men who would be so useful to him, Bryan Gerard, safe from scandal.  We, yes, Oslo and I, carried that poor unconscious boy into that room.  The horror.  I could never express to you the evil I saw in that room.  For someone to do something like that to such a beautiful young woman. Nor would I desire to express that to you.Brad was next to her.  Myers was now barely awake.  I had not meant to drug them so heavily but it seemed to have an extreme effect on Brad.  The joints did not help.  We smoked again.  Anything to get that image out of our minds.  Maybe not out of Oslo’s.  He did not seem to be affected as much as the rest of us.  We sat in the other bedroom and waited.Blood curdling.  His wails of terror.  I probably should not have written that but I’ll let it be.  You should know what type of person your dad was.  He had a good, tender heart.  Gerard was back.  Ray had not seen her until that moment.  He was going absolutely crazy.  We all were.  I had to talk.  I couldn’t let Brad go down like that.  But Oslo’s icy stare stopped me.  Then Gerard said they would get rid of the body.  No one would ever know.I knew.  Brad knew.  He came to me eleven or twelve years ago.  He didn’t think Gerard could have done something like that but everything he had investigated was pointing to him.  I knew the truth.  I didn’t share it with your dad but I was going to come clean.  Then he and your mother were killed.  I don’t know who did it.It’s more than a decade later.  I’m a very sick man and I don’t know how much longer I’ll be on this earth.  If you can do anything with the information I’ve given you, use it.  If it will put you or those you love at too much risk, consider it deeply.  It is my hope that I have finally done something right in this life.Yours very cordially and with deep sorrow,Col. Dennis L. HigginsThree days after she had received the letter, Colonel Higgins was dead.  Abernathy had described him to Charles as a man with a puffy face.  His legs were swollen and he used oxygen when he exerted himself beyond mere talking.  The claim was that he had been a victim to congestive heart failure.  Tashia could not be certain.Of one thing she was sure was that Colonel Higgins had done something right.  Tashia hoped she would be able to do the same.Tashia had to take her chance.  Her conscious eating away at her, she went to her father-in-law with hope that he would support her and maybe offer counsel as to the best course to take.  These men were not going to continue to get away with these horrendous crimes.  If nothing else, someone had to be able to do something about Regal and Wiles.  Most of Tashia told herself she was a fool.  But her heart could not go on with her doing nothing.  If her life were taken, so be it.  It would be better to die for something than live for nothing.  She would make sure no one else was implicated.  If they were, that was something she would not be able to bear.All of this is what she kept trying to explain to her father-in-law.  They were standing not more than two feet away from each other in the living room of his home, but there was a wall of opposition that she could not seem to tear down between them.“How do you know Regal’s wife was telling the truth?”“Dad, you did not say anything like that when Tony came to you with this back in April.”“You were not talking about exposing the man back then.”“I don’t get you.  A woman is dead!  I was almost killed.  This man’s uncle murdered the woman you loved however many years ago as well, and they’ve probably had all fingers pointing at you since then.  Why are you defending them now?”“Wiles is dangerous.  All of these men are dangerous.”“I think the real issue is that you don’t want to go to jail.”“Well, would you?”“Of course not.  It is real easy for me to sit back and tell you to do the honorable thing.  A big part of the reason it has taken me so long to decide what to do is because I don’t want to be the cause of anything bad happening to you.  It’s just that I can’t do it any longer.  I’m so sorry, but I can’t have those deaths hanging over my head anymore.  Dad, I would think the authorities would be lenient toward you if you came forward with me.  After all, you didn’t kill anyone.  You were framed.  They would have to understand that just about anyone would react as you did.  They would understand.”“You don’t get it, do you?  No one has to understand.  My fate is sealed.  I—”“What are you talking about?  I don’t believe in fate.”“You don’t have to believe in it.  There are men in very high positions who have already decided how things will flow.  Once they don’t need me any longer, I will be the fall guy.  How much do you want to bet that all the evidence is already stacked against me?  You said it yourself. You already told me about your father’s files.  You told me how that letter makes it seem as if I had plans to kill Lenei.  You told me about my file.” Yes, she had.  The man she now knew as Langley had let her in that night and she saw that her father-in-law was under investigation for murdering the Princess and for framing her father for the crime.  “The information you saw is probably no longer on it, but I know it’s somewhere.  I’m sure there is a lot more blatant ‘evidence’ that is piled against me.  Wiles is not going down for this.  Neither is Regal.  You can bet your life on that.”“This can’t be,” she pleaded.  “This is not making sense to me.  None of this does.  The world can’t really be this way. There has to be some way to get justice.”He suddenly grabbed her by the shoulders and looked earnestly into her eyes, not seeming to have processed her words.  “Tashia, I have never admitted this to anyone in my life, but I’m afraid.  I’m scared to death.”He loosened his grip a bit and apologized.  She gently touched his face with her right hand.  “Dad, it’s all right.  I know you’re scared.  I’m afraid that you might be implicated in this, too.  I’ve been tormented by the thought because I know you’d be considered to be an accomplice since you didn’t say anything, but I just know things will work out for you.”He let go of her shoulders abruptly and walked slowly across the room with his shaking head cupped in his hand.  He circled the room and then stood in front of her again.  He took both of her hands in his and spoke softly to her.  “Tashia, you are living in a fairy tale world.  Things will not work out for me.  What’s worse, things are not going to work out for you if you do this.  Yes, I admit, I am terrified of what might happen to me, but what will happen to you is what scares me the most.”“Dad, I can’t keep running from unseen possibilities.”“I wasn’t finished.  I don’t want you to do this.  It will be the worst mistake of your life.”With his jaw set, he just looked at her intently.  Tashia saw Tony’s face reflected in his expression.  She did not know what to do.  There could be no way that she was wavering.  But she was.  He was probably right.  There was probably tons of evidence stacked against him.  She saw the chance of doing anything evaporating before her eyes, yet she held on to the slight possibility that maybe he was wrong.  “I...I have to think about this some more.”He encouraged her to think very deeply and gave her a hug before she left.“How in the world could you do something so stupid?!”“Tony, please don’t yell at me.  I’m sorry.”“Tashia, what is wrong with you?  How could you talk to him without talking to me first?”“I already told you.  I wasn’t thinking.  I didn’t think about talking to you until after I had gone to see your father.”“You don’t think!  You just fly off with your emotions and do—”  He cut himself off.  She was afraid to hear what would leave his mouth.  “Look, I’m just going to go away for a little while before I say something I regret.”  He went upstairs.  She was just about sure he must have slammed the bedroom door hard enough for it to fall off of its hinges.Tashia was shaking inside.  She had not seen Tony that angry in...ever.  As she was telling him about her conversation with his father, she could practically see the steam coming out of his ears.  The more she spoke, the more she realized how poor her judgment had been in not coming to him first.  Although Tony only spoke to his father when necessary now, she knew they could trust him in this situation.  It had not occurred to her how disrespected he would feel that she would not have included him in her plan to speak to Dad.After she told him, he just stood there stiffly at first with deathly silence and that fierce, icy glare that made her knees begin to wobble.  Then he finally said in a very frosty low voice, “If I thought our house could have been bugged, why wouldn’t his be?”Then she did it.  She had the unprecedented lack of good sense to interrupt him when the flame of his anger was already ignited.  “But Tony, how do we know that your parents’ house is bugged?  Your father is supposed to be on their side.”His shout shook her bones.  “THE GOVERNMENT GAVE THEM THAT HOUSE!!!  WHAT WERE YOU THINKING?!!!”  Dad even knew he was under surveillance.  He had spoken so freely to her because he was supposed to be the scared guy who knew almost nothing.  Of course, Tashia had not realized any of this.And now she was standing there wondering, “Lord, what was I thinking?  Why didn’t I just go to Tony first?  Why didn’t that even enter my head?” ‘Stupid’ is the description that came to her mind.  “I feel so stupid and so bad.  I know I hurt him.  I didn’t go to him first.  What have I done?  Does anyone know what Dad and I talked about today?  Dad!  Did I really get him into trouble?”“Maybe not.”She spun around.  “Tony!”“We’re going over there right now, and you’re telling him you’ve changed your mind.  I don’t want you to talk to me on the way because I’m still too angry.  I just don’t want to say anything to you because I know I’ll hurt you, and I don’t want to do that.  All I want to hear is you telling my father that we’ve talked and you’ve changed your mine.”“But I haven’t changed my mind.”His nostrils flared, and she almost jumped.  Perspiration started sliding down her forehead.  He grabbed her hand and told her, “Come on.  We’re going now.”  She could not tell her father-in-law that lie even if someone was listening.  “I’ll do the talking.”And he did.  He said, “I told Tashia I wanted her to stop this,” which, of course, he had.  He and his father explained to her very clearly how unwise it would be to carry on with this.  She really did not have anything to say that was consequential other than “I understand what you’re saying”When they were driving home, she was not sure if she should say anything.  Although he was laughing with his dad by the time they were about to leave and all the tension seemed to have disappeared from his face, she had already made enough errors for one day without adding another one.  Nonetheless, they were not in the car two minutes before Tony spoke to her.  “Tashia, I’m sorry I yelled at you.  It wasn’t so much about you talking to my father where your conversation could have been overheard but because you neglected to come to me first.”“I know.”“Do you?”“I should have come to you, but I didn’t think about it.  It really did not cross my mind.”“I understand that.  We’ve been married for a while now, but sometimes that still happens to me too.  I make decisions that I should have discussed with you first and realize later that I haven’t talked to you.  I do understand, but I felt so disrespected.”  He shook his head.  “No.  That’s true, but there’s more.  You trust my father.  I don’t”.Tashia gasped.  He could not really mean that.  Sure, he did not fully know what Dad was capable of but he would never do anything that would hurt them. “You have to know that.”“I believe that but I’m not 100% sure.”Tashia examined Tony’s strong face.  Yes, he had much strength but there was so much fear and sadness in his eyes.“Tony,” she whispered, “it’s like we haven’t moved at all.  I still don’t know what to do.”He stopped at a stop sign, looked at her intently, and gave her a tender kiss on her lips.  “Until you do...no...until we do, we do nothing.”  A car horn beeped behind them, and he continued driving.  “Agreed?”Tashia nodded.  The stress and sadness overwhelming, she started sobbing.  Tony grasped her hand and caressed it.  “We’re going to make it through this, Tashia.  Somehow we’re going to make it through all of this.”She squeezed his hand, closed her eyes with a deep breath, and prayed, ‘Lord, yes, please help us to get through this’.Chapter XXIVTony and Dad were not the only ones who thought that probably nothing else should or could be done.  Charles’ attitude was a bit more hopeful, but he advised Tashia to take things really slowly.  “You have to have more patience with God.”  He had come over just for a brief visit.  He did not know if he could offer them additional help but he would definitely let them know if he came up with any more information.  It was the end of a very humid July.  The dusk air out on the deck was very pleasant though.  They stood with their forearms propped on the rail as the sun began to dip behind the trees.  “You keep asking Him to tell you what to do but you’re trying to orchestrate everything.”  Charles looked at her with such sincerity.  “I know it’s because of guilt, because you feel responsible, and all of that.”  She could not deny one thing he had said.“You’re not ultimately responsible though.  With time, things tend to shake out.  Secrets are not kept forever and definitely not eternally.  Justice will be served.”Tashia nodded as Charles’ words nestled into her heart.  Words that helped her make yet another decision.  She would not force any move nor try to get Tony to go along with any move.  Waiting on the Lord to do something or to show her what to do was far from her strong suit.  With so much at stake in this case, there was no other reasonable choice.“Listen niecy,” he jumped from topic, “I gotta get going.”  Tashia thanked him for the thousandth time for all he had done for them.  He implored her for what was probably the equivalent of that time to stop thanking him.She walked him to the front door in silence and when they got on the other side of it, closed it to a crack behind her.  He turned around to face her then rubbed his hand over his hair.  His face was worn but there was a certain sparkle she could see in his eyes.  A joy.  He again looked at her with deep sincerity. “You don’t need to thank me ever again.  For you and your husband to give a guy like me another chance...”  His voice broke off and he quickly cleared his throat.  Tashia wondered at his demeanor and again found herself with questions about what was going on within him.  “When Nuli told me that you agreed to meet me to see if I could help you with this and when he told me that you’d decided I could, I can’t tell you what a great gift that was.  So I thank you.  Not that many people would accept an ex-con like you have and just treat him like a regular guy.”He gave her a quick hug which she automatically returned.  Then he jogged over to his car and made his way down the tree-lined street.  Tashia’s eyes followed the vehicle as he passed the gate.  She stood there shivering on her top step.  He had to have said “ex-cop”.  There was no way he could have said, “ex-con”.According to Anuli, his Uncle Charles was both.  He knew virtually nothing of why he was the latter.  Maybe something about manslaughter.  Manslaughter?!  Tashia raced over to Stephanie and Anuli’s home as soon as Charles left.  Stephanie scolded her husband for being so short on details.  Even she had not known or she would have surely shared this with Tashia and Tony.Tony was not nearly as disturbed as Tashia.  “The guy we see now is the one who got us the answers we needed, Tashia.”  Of course, he was right.  Tashia felt so ashamed for her change of attitude toward Charles with the pronouncement of one simple word.  All had not really changed, however.  She had come to love this man and what he had been in the past had not altered that.Charles had gone out of town, but when he returned a week later, Tashia met him at the Harbor, the spot of their first meeting. Uncle David and Aunt Kyana were in town.  Kyana had accompanied David on his trip to present at a conference.  The three of them were actually supposed to get together before her uncle had to return to the conference, but things did not work out schedule-wise.  Except for a brief visit their first night in town, that is how it had been almost the whole time they were in Columbia.  She was disappointed in a sense but this gave her an opportunity to spend this time with Charles.“What I’ve been trying to say,” she continued after many failed attempts, “is that I’m really, really sorry for judging you.”Charles nodded with understanding.  “You were scared.”Tashia hung down her head then looked back up at him.  “Yes, I was at first but not now.  I had to think about who you were.  I know who you are and I have no fear of you.”He looked at her with a tender smile.  “We can just forget about it.  But I won’t forget how my knuckle-head nephew didn’t even think to let you in on this.”  He shook his head with an eye roll and Tashia laughed.While she would typically want to know and would even ask the details, she was surprised that she did not have a great desire to discover more behind his conviction.  He confirmed that Anuli was right that it was manslaughter.  Anuli had not known if it was voluntary or involuntary.  Tashia did not ask.  Charles did not look as if he wanted to go back to that time.Something that Tashia had been aching to know for some time, however, was why he had never remarried.  This very thing she brought up during their time together that afternoon.  “What about the woman who led you to Christ?  Why aren’t you with her?”  They were coming to know each other well enough that she was sure he would give her the change of subject clue if he wished to go elsewhere with their conversation.He smiled wryly.  There seemed to be a painful acceptance behind that smile.He sat there for nearly a minute just looking out at the water.  Tashia should not have said anything.  “Another guy,” he finally articulated in a voice she could barely discern.  “She was in love with someone else.”Now Tashia felt doubly bad for opening up an old wound.  “Charles, I shouldn’t have—”“No, it’s okay.  She was a complete sweetheart.  One of a kind.  Already told you that.  When he came back into her life, that was all she wrote.”“Came back?  Where had he been?”Charles frowned.  “Gotta feel for the guy.  He had been injured.  Like you sort of.  He had amnesia.”  Tashia’s mind started racing, as she listened to her surrogate uncle.  “He remembered her, he came back, and well...he was a good guy.  I’m sure she made the better choice.“Tashia, what’s wrong?”She laughed lightly at herself.  “You’re going to think what I was thinking was crazy, but it sounds an awful lot like...Charles,” she asked softly, aware that anything she said could bring up more memories and could cause more hurt, “what was her name?”The same smile returned to his lips.  “Kyana.  Kyana Cel`on.”“Why does he want to see her?”Uncle David had called Tashia at home during a conference break when she was out with Charles.  Aunt Kyana was going to visit her brother in Virginia so she would not be able to come along, but he hoped Tashia could meet him for a late lunch at a restaurant not far from the hotel where the conference was being held.  Tashia, Tony, Stephanie, and Anuli had actually eaten at the restaurant before.  Not to let on anything to her natural foods addict husband, but she confessed to herself that it was the best eatery of all the ones she had frequented in Columbia.Tashia intended to pay for their meals but Uncle David, always the consummate gentleman, would hear nothing of it.  “How many times do I get to treat my darling niece?”  Oh only 1,000 times in her life she had replied in only partial jest.  “Not nowadays though,” he countered with raised eyebrows and the unforgettable gleam in his eyes.They had been seated not that many seconds after he had made his gentle but certain stance when she asked him if he knew someone by the name of Ben Adams.  “Ben Adams.  Ben Adams,” he kept repeating. “Ben Adams.  Sounds familiar.  Was he a friend of yours?”The name on his birth certificate was actually Charles Benyamin Adamu.  When he had remarked a couple of times that his mother would say, “Ven aca, Benito” when she wanted him to come quickly when he was a little boy or something else with “Benito”, Tashia just thought he was speaking another Spanish word.  She had not realized that was his nickname.Tashia stopped the rapid rocking of her folded hands back and forth on the table and replaced it with biting her bottom lip when she noted her uncle’s curious smile.  She took a deep breath before responding, “Not before. But he’s become one.”  And with a nerve-filled sigh, she made out, “What’s more, he was a friend of Aunt Kyana.”Uncle David’s eyes expanded and his lips parted in instant recall.Tashia, who had no recollection of one moment when she had even the slightest bit of trepidation where her uncle was concerned, held the fear that he would refuse Charles’ wish.  After her running down with hardly a breath taken how she and Tony had come to know him, how extremely helpful he had been without the specific details as to how, and what a blessing he had been to her with Uncle David holding on to every word with decided concentration, he concluded, “So he wants to see her?”“Well...yes.”He leaned back in the booth with folded arms.  “And why is that?  Why does he want to see her?”Tashia lifted a prayer that she would speak the right words and that, regardless of her words, he would not deny Charles this opportunity.  She loved her uncle deeply and did not want to do anything that could hurt him.  Still, she did not see how this perhaps once in a lifetime opportunity could really cause anything adverse.“Come on, Uncle David.  What are you worried about?”“Do you know he was in love with Kyana?”  She nodded.  “Who knows?” he said with a sigh followed by a shake of the head as he slightly released the grip on his arms.  “Maybe he still is.”Now it was Tashia’s turn to look at her uncle with curiosity.  He could not be worried.  “Sure he was but what does that matter?  You know Aunt Kyana is mad about you.”  He had to know, yet those beautiful dark brown eyes of his held a worry.  One Tashia could not understand.  She had to do something to make him feel better about this.  “Besides, Charles...I mean Ben just wants to be able to see his old friend again.  Wouldn’t you want to see an old friend again?  Wouldn’t you be curious about how her life turned out even if it was someone you used to have feelings for?”His eyebrows raised as he looked down and unfolded his arms in apparent consideration of this.  After a few seconds, he responded, “Depends on the situation.  He can’t see her—” Tashia gasped then bit her tongue to keep from talking.  Uncle David shook his head.  “He can’t see her until I speak to him first.  Maybe even not after that but we’ll see.” Then he added, “I can tell you care a lot about your friend.  I just have to think about my wife and how this will affect her.”Tashia nodded.  Uncle David was one of the most reasonable people she had ever known.  Although she sensed that might have been enough, his response let her know that there must have been more than an old one-sided love story that was holding back his approval.Nervous for the outcome but excited simultaneously, Tashia set up the meeting.  Charles had agreed.  He would be at the house at 7:00 that evening.  Aunt Kyana did not think she would make it back to the hotel until close to 10, something that gave Uncle David no peace of mind but at least more time for the interview.  Tony was going to make sure he was home by 6:30.  He would not miss this.Tony and Tashia wound up missing almost everything, as the two gentlemen met behind closed doors in the dining room.  Tony had said that he figured that would be the case but he at least wanted to be there when they first saw one another.  David’s stare was intense.  Charles’ expression was slightly remorseful but he looked at David head-on with no sign of cowering.  The two shook hands cordially and in response to Tony’s offer to speak privately retreated within less than 60 seconds.  And now Tashia sat at the kitchen table with her fingernail embedded between her teeth.  The clock ticking ever-so-slowly was maddening.  “Are they ever going to come out of there?” she asked with her eyes glued to the shut dining room door.Tony who was at the stove putting an additional helping of his dinner on his plate chuckled, “Tashia, they’ve only been in there like a little over five minutes.”David had gestured for Ben to take a seat, but he declined.  He was too on edge to sit.  David remained standing as well.  The two men stood on opposite sides of the table facing one another, David with his hands braced on the table and Ben with hands stuffed in his pockets.It was so odd seeing David after all this time.  He had shed the boyish innocence that his face held back then.  The last time they had laid eyes on another, David had to have been in his early thirties.  Ben had done the calculation shortly after he got over the shock of who were Tashia’s family members.  He was probably just shy of 60.  Ben had him by around six years, yet the younger man looked significantly younger than his age. And he, the older man, looked moderately older.  He wondered how much Kyana, who was even younger than David, had changed.David had not taken his gaze off of him in about 30 seconds and Ben wondered if he would ever speak.  Finally, he began, “It’s really something seeing you after all these years.  I understand that I’m not the one you want to see, however.”  Ben resisted the uncomfortable shift that he felt coming in his legs and decided to keep a steady stance. At the same time, even if he chose not to display his discomfort physically, he would not verbally keep anything from this man.“Yes, you’re correct, but I can’t tell you how thankful I am that you came here to meet me tonight.”David pressed his lips together and nodded his head slowly.  “My niece asked me if Kyana’s maiden name was Cel`on.”Ben cleared his throat.  “Just an old habit.  Her name is Kyana Mitchell.  I know Kyana is your wife.”David squinted at him for a few moments as if he was trying to discern what to make of him.  He then concluded, “Understandable error.  So why do you want to see her?”Ben had never known David very well but he did not remember him being so direct.  The concern in his visage was easily readable.  With his hands now out of his pockets, Ben propped them on the table and leaned forward toward the other man as he expressed sincerely, “Let me tell you first what is not my reason for wanting to see her.  I have no desire to try to win her back.  Couldn’t do it anyway.  She was never mine.  She was always yours.  God used Kyana to bring me to Him.  Even before I knew Him, though, I woulda never tried to steal a woman from her husband.  Just never was my style.”David raised one eyebrow.  “Yet it was your style to see if you could get her away from her fiancé.”Ben sighed and asserted, “She told you what happened the time she met me.”  He knew she would.  Kyana was too honest to hide anything.  David confirmed this was the case.  “That I asked her to marry me and all?”David’s intense frown made it clear that Kyana had not shared quite that much and Ben instantly wished he had not been so forthcoming.  “She just said that she’d let you know who she’d chosen.”“Listen David, here’s the deal.  Back then, I wanted to know that she was sure that she was making the right choice.  Can you blame a man for not giving up so easily?” As if he could not and understood where he was coming from, David nodded again.  “The thing is Kyana was strung on you.”  David smirked. “No,” Ben chuckled, “she really was.“When you disappeared, it was as if she could not accept that you were dead.  Of course, we now know she was right, but you know what I’m saying.  It wasn’t that she was in denial.  It was...”  He paused for several seconds as he thought.  “I don’t know what it was except that it was really sad.  It was so hard seeing her like that.  Would break a man’s heart.  Even mine.“Even when she finally understood that you weren’t coming back, it wasn’t as if she ran into my arms.  Months went by, and she was still unsure about me.  Up to the moment you returned, she didn’t know how she felt about me.  Know why?” David raised his eyebrows in question.  “Like I said, she was strung on you.  Your then fiancée couldn’t have made it clearer to me that there was only one man she wanted and it wasn’t me.”  Ben noted a look of compassion in David’s eyes and he wondered at it.  Then he remembered something that he had hoped for years he would be able to say.“You know, you said I didn’t want to see you.  That’s not quite true.  It does my heart good to see you.  You said something to me the last time we saw each other. Remember what that was?”David most certainly did.  “I told you that I forgave you, too, and we were going to pray for you.”Ben smiled slightly at him.  “That has stuck with me.”  While he had done so in earlier times, David had to admit that many years had passed since he recalled praying for him.  He would have but he honestly had not thought about him in some time.  Ben sensed that he had not said that to injure him and it really had not.  “Yeah, I get that but I do think about your words from time to time.”  He laughed out loud in amazement. “For you to forgive me for even one minute and for you to pray for me even once after what I did to you two...”  He shook his head slowly.  “I got it right then sitting at that table alone in that jail.  You were the one for Kyana.”He spoke of how unique she was.  “God used the way she lived her life, which came from what was in the core of her being, to bring the sick, stubborn, vile sinner that I was to new life in Him.  I’m far from where I should be.  Way far.  But I’m not what I was.  He keeps transforming me more and more into the image of Christ.  If it wasn’t for her, who knows where I’d be?  That’s the main reason I want to see her.  She was one of the truest friends I’ve had in this life.”David looked at him seriously and Ben could almost see him processing the words he had spoken.  The younger man now took a seat with his face planted in his hand and the fingers of the other hand slowly drumming on the table as he, with sights set apparently on nothing at all, continued to think.  Ben examined his features.  He had been nervous about meeting up with him again but all of the apprehension had disappeared.  His hope was that he could see his old friend again.  Nonetheless, he would accept any decision her husband made.  It was truly a blessing for him to come meet him at all.Finally David took to his feet once more.  “I need to talk to Kyana.”  With extended hand and with much obvious sincerity he added, “If she agrees to speak to you, I won’t have any objection.”  Despite the lack of frayed nerves, it was as if a 50-pound barbell had been lifted off of Ben’s chest with those words.  Half the battle had been won.  They shook.  Ben was due to go out of town the evening after next to check on his mother and did not know when he would return.  David would let Tashia know no later than morning.  Ben left shortly thereafter while David stayed behind.  As he drove home with the windshield wipers clearing the sudden rain, an image of Kyana’s sweet youthful face kept coming before his mind’s eye.  There was no way he would get any sleep that night.  His prayer was that she, like her husband, would be willing to see him again.David was already in bed when Kyana returned to their hotel room.  When she emerged from the shower, he was still not asleep.  She smelled so good.  To his mind instantly came the first time he found himself in a bed with her.  He had not been able to touch her.  They were not married and they would never be in that situation again until they wed.  How sweet she smelled.  How beautiful she looked.  It was that next morning that he knew he loved her.  Not simply the exterior.  The incredible person that God had made.“Kiwi?”  She jumped slightly then turned toward him. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.”That sweet smile.  “I thought you were asleep.”“I can’t sleep.”  He smoothed the frown from her brow.  In answer to her question, he let her know that nothing was wrong.  “Well, I guess it depends on your perspective.”Taking her hand in his, he continued with softened voice, “Kyana, you won’t believe who I saw today at Tashia’s house.”  Her eyes widened with excited curiosity.  He stared in those beautiful eyes for a few moments.  “Ben.  Ben Adams.”If she had not already been laying down, David was not sure that Kyana would not have fainted.  Well, no, she probably would not have done that.  To his knowledge, she had only done so once.  In fact, however, she did look almost as shocked as the occasion that brought on the swoon when David returned after she had thought he had died.“Ben?” she uttered.  “What?  How?”  David explained everything while her eyes rapidly scanned his in rapt absorption of the details.“So...,” he rasped at the story’s conclusion, “are you going to want to see him?”“...Well, yes.  Of course.”  If someone asked him, David would not have been able to explain the sudden queasiness in his stomach.  “It’s because we were very good friends,” she quickly added.  “Despite everything that happened at the end, he really helped me.”  David swallowed.  “Honey,” she said as she rubbed the side of his face and again gave that sweet smile, “you know there is absolutely nothing for you to worry about.  As I told you so many years ago, it’s you who I’ve always wanted.”  Her words were like balm to his soul.  David did know this.  Jealousy was not a factor.  But concern was and he had to wonder why.  It was not until he had heard the man’s name again that the old, old feelings cropped up again.  Yes, it could not have been clearer that Kyana loved him.  Unconditionally.  He was hers and she was his.  They had been through untold joys, lows, and just regular old days together.  They were one.Still, there was something about another man who had also loved his wife so deeply and with whom his wife had considered being in a relationship before she married him that just got to him.  With profound uneasiness.But he could understand her desire to see him again.  “You want to know what he looks like, what he’s up to.”  She nodded.  With a sly grin, he offered, “I can just tell you that.”Kyana smirked.  “Oh, David.  Yes, you can and I want you to, but I’d like to see and hear for myself.”  She fell silent for a moment.  “So...what does he look like?”David had been honestly surprised when he saw him.  Ben was never a big guy.  He had kind of an average, slightly muscular build.  Tashia, when she was going 1,000 miles an hour probably due to nervousness with details, both necessary and unnecessary, had told him that he was a vegetarian.  The guy was really thin now except for the beer belly.  Even that was not very big and would have appeared less so if it was not for his current stick stature.  Kyana cracked up.  “Ben? Vegetarian?  How did he ever give up the Reubens?”  That was always his sandwich of choice.He was older but you could still see Ben in there.  “Mostly it’s his person...I guess you’d say it’s his character that has seemed to change.  I can’t know, of course, but he just doesn’t seem like the guy he used to be.”  With Kyana’s pleased smile and hopeful nod, David could tell she was very happy to hear this.  “All right.  All right.  It’s probably too late to call Tashia.”  He got out of bed and searched for his cell in his jacket pocket.  Kyana had asked him what he was doing.He climbed back in bed.  “I sent her a text.  She can pick it up in the morning.”  The response came before the last word left his mouth.  He went to the desk where he had left his phone.  As long as Ben could make it at that time, it was all set.  The next morning at 10:00.  It would be a Saturday so hopefully there would not be too many people on the road.When he slid back under the covers, Kyana thanked him.  “You’re really a very special man, David Immanuel Mitchell.”“Yeah, yeah.  You know you always could get me to do anything.”  He tugged her toward him. “Now, come here woman.”  He held her in tight embrace and began kissing on her neck. “Let’s see if you can show me how special you really think I am.”The moment Tashia opened the door, she noted the anxiousness in Aunt Kyana’s eyes.  Uncle David’s expression was solemn.  She welcomed them in as she tried to settle her own nerves. This was all so exciting!  At the same time, she had a certain trepidation.  Exactly of what she did not know, but she just hoped everything turned out all right.  Of course, they gave hugs.  Tony and Uncle David shook hands.  Aunt Kyana hugged Tony.  Tashia wanted to think of something to say other than “Ben is in the dining room” but she could not.The four of them walked through the kitchen, and Aunt Kyana stiffened her back as her shoulders rose.  She looked earnestly at Uncle David and voiced that she would return.  Suddenly, after she had only taken about 5 steps, he was there behind her with his hand on her shoulder.  Before she could turn, he stood in front of her, looked deeply in her eyes with an intensity like Tashia had never witnessed, placed his hands on both sides of her face, and then kissed her passionately.  Beyond hugs and quick pecks, her aunt and uncle were not the type for public displays of affection. Tashia imagined that Uncle David had forgotten they were there.  He slowly pulled away from her and gave way so she could proceed.  His eyes followed her as she walked to the closed door, placed her hand on the knob where it remained for what seemed to be 10 seconds, knocked, and then finally entered before shutting the door behind her.  His eyes did not depart from the door for many more seconds than Aunt Kyana’s had remained on the knob.  Tony looked as if he were about to put his arm around his shoulder, but Uncle David walked past them without even looking at them then into the family room.  He opened the sliding glass door, closed it, walked on the deck, and stood with hands braced on the rail as he stared straight ahead.  Tashia’s heart melted all at once.  She had never seen anything more heartwarming.Ben jumped to his feet as soon as Kyana entered the room.  He just stood there gazing at her fixedly with his mouth slightly open, but this gave her no discomfort.  She had not slept all night.  Her nerves had been rattled all morning.  Now, however, standing in this room with her old friend, all anxiety vanished.  He did look older with his salt and pepper curly hair.  Hair that she remembered so well.  He was clean-shaven which rarely was the case in the past.  With a face that had some lines and wrinkles but more so that looked hardened by experience.  The face was thinner as was the rest of his body.  And the beer belly did protrude but not that much.  In spite of all of the changes, she instantly felt that connection when she recognized the familiar look in those rust-brown eyes.  Eyes that had often been red to almost purple with exhaustion but were now clear with an unspoken peace. This new appearance combined with the old look of deep care he had for her is what brought an immediate smile to her face and tears to her eyes.She heard Ben’s gulp from across the room and decided that it would be better if she actually walked away from the door.  She approached the dining room table unsure if she should hug him.  That probably would not be appropriate.  He saved her the worry when he pulled out a chair for her, helped her push in, and sat almost perpendicular to her.  His eyes kept surveying her face and she wiped away her tears.“Oh, why do you have to go and do that?” he asked in that gruff voice that had barely changed.  “If you were going to be so sad to see me, why did you come?”  He snickered and Kyana laughed.  Ben always had a way of making her feel better about things.  His expression turned serious as he searched her eyes in an admiration that could not be missed.  “Kyana, how can it be?  You haven’t aged.”She blushed and looked away temporarily.  “Now Ben, there’s no need for lies.”  He insisted he was being 100% truthful.  She shook her head.  “Naïve I have been, but come on.  Not aged?” She laughed again.  “I most definitely have.  And that’s okay.”“Oh no, Kyana,” he insisted with a single strong head shake for emphasis.  “Sure, you look a little more mature but late thirties, 40 tops.  That sweet innocent girl I spent so much time with, I see her and she’s not hard to find.  That’s why I’m having so much trouble keeping from just staring at you.”  Kyana’s eyes shifted away from his with sudden discomfort.  Flirting she was certain Ben was not attempting to do.  He had been quite a flirt...and a strange one too...when they first met but now she could sense clearly that was not his motive.  Still, it felt awkward getting these compliments from a man other than David.  She looked back at him with a small smile.  “For you to come here...when I saw you walk in, it was like seeing an angel.  An angel I had known before and even more beautiful than when I knew her.”Kyana pressed her hands together and looked at the table.  Ben apologized.  “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.  I’m just so glad to see you.”She smiled brightly.  “I’m glad to see you again, too, Ben.  And I can’t believe what a small world this is.  For you to know Tashia.  It’s really something.”He nodded and chuckled.  “She’s a complete sweetheart.  Should’ve known she was a relation of yours.  She tells me she has four cousins...well, six but four of them are from you and David.”Kyana nodded with relief.  This was a subject that she enjoyed more than almost any other.  He asked if she had any photos.  Of course, she did.  When she slid her billfold out of her purse, Ben commenced to laughing.  Hard.  So much so that she had to join him but she did not know why he was.  “Always the old-fashioned girl,” he explained.“Oh, don’t tell me you don’t have any photos in your wallet.”  He claimed he only had one with a wave of the hand to dismiss this similarity between him and her.There were only four photos, but their conversation the next half hour was sparked by them.  The first was of David and her on their wedding day.  She had not meant to let him see that one but the billfold pages slipped through her fingers and opened up to it.  “See,” he offered with his face holding a pained smile, “told you that you hadn’t changed.”  He sat silent for only a moment then looked at her keenly.  “He’s been a good husband to you, hasn’t he?”She nodded.  “A real good one,” she remarked pensively.  “We’ve definitely had our trials, but with them the Lord has brought so many blessings.”Kyana shared that one of their twins, Ilino, was autistic.  “There were days, Ben, I mean, there were weeks and months when we could only hold on moment by moment.  Ebony was our first.  I’m speaking in relative terms because we’re all sinners, but she was an easy child.”When he saw her photo, he voiced, “W-ow,” then he looked at Kyana.  “She’s absolutely gorgeous.  She’s like the perfect combination of the two of you.”  Kyana smiled with the strong warmness that had come to her heart.  Ebony had been the little lady who had taken on so much responsibility when she was a girl and now had blossomed to a great friend and sister in Christ to her parents.Ilino had been a challenge and his twin, Maaceo, although in different ways, had been one right along with him. Then there was Kaleb.“Kaleb.  That name sounds familiar.”“We named him after my brother.”“Oh yeah.  Whew.” Kyana instantly knew where his mind had gone.  That terrifying night when that beast had attacked her and she had feared for Kaleb’s life, not to mention her own.“Because of Ilino, we radically changed our diet.”  Ben protested that she had always eaten healthy.  “I thought so too but there’s a big difference between a bunch of kale that has hardly any mineral content because the soil has been depleted, one that has been bathed in synthetic pesticide, and one that is natural in the sense the word used to have.”  It was diet.  It was the time his family spent with him. It was much prayer.  Yes, Ilino was autistic.  He was highly functioning with a 135 IQ.  Abundantly more important was the character God had developed in him.“You’re going to think this is really stupid but I was trying to figure out who he was of your three boys.  I guess it’s not obvious.”Kyana laughed and pointed him out. “Real handsome kid.  They all are.”  She thanked him. David and Kyana had worked so diligently with Ilino to help him be aware of how his words affected people.  And now his fiancée was doing the same.  Ben expressed surprise that he was engaged.  He was 21 and the only one of the four who was seeing anyone.  He was mature enough and they really loved her.  He never could develop that awareness his parents tried so hard to instill in him, but he was extremely sensitive.  If he realized he had hurt someone, he felt hurt and would do everything possible to make up for his error.  His parents and even his siblings had worried that people might take advantage of his kindness.  “But I think God gave him the gift of discernment.  He knows who is safe and who isn’t.”Maaceo found his way in the family and had become quite an independent, practical individual who could figure his way out of any situation as well as meet any goal with much prayer.  A great part of this might have been because of the attention that his parents longed to give but had to forego to an extent out of necessity because of Ilino’s needs, as well as having to parent all four children.Kaleb was just a sweetie.  Well-balanced.  Everyone loved him and even those who might not prefer to because of how he would openly share about his greatest love, Jesus, could not help it.  That kid’s joy drew people.As for Ben, because Kyana really had to know, he let her know that life had turned out all right.  Better than all right.  He did not dwell on his years in “the slammer”, as he called the place, but he really grew there as a person.  To be jailed physically was something he now wished for no one but to be jailed spiritually was beyond description.  “I thought I was free all those years, Kyana, of the foolishness, of the deception, but I was a slave to sin.”  He looked down momentarily and then gazed at her earnestly.  “I’m so glad life has treated you so well even with its valleys.  I can’t tell you how my heart is dancing for this chance to be able to spend a little bit of time with you again.  I know you forgive me and the solace that gives...”  He bit his top lip and shook his head slowly.  The man had really changed.  The tender emotions had not ever been so easy for him to share.  “I just want you to know that I’m so grateful that you agreed to meet me here and that David allowed it.  There has not been a day that has gone by since I gave my life over to Christ that I have not thanked Him for using you to bring me to Him.“The Ben you first knew is dead.  He’s made me new and whenever anyone has asked how that came about, I’ve told them that it’s because of Him, of course, and your name has always been part of the story.  Your name is part of my mother’s story and my sister’s and hopefully one day my brother’s too.”  Kyana began to tremble and her eyes again filled with tears.  “Now, I told you that you didn’t have to go and do that.”  She laughed lightly and wiped them away with her fingertips.  She had never even met his family but she understood.  Somehow God saw fit to use her in Ben’s life and then He used him in their lives.“Well,” he suggested as he glanced at his watch, “I guess we have to end this some time.”  He nodded assuredly and added, “Not that I want to, you understand.”  Kyana smiled.  She did not either.  “But I don’t want David to think you got lost in here.”  She agreed. “Kyana, that guy really loves you.”  She nodded with warmth in her heart.“Ben, may I ask you something?”“Of course.  Anything.  Any time.”“What photo is in your wallet?”He opened it and laid it out flat on the table for her to see.  Kyana gasped.  It was the two of them.  At the old delicatessen.  More than twenty-five years earlier.  He, usually the jeans and t-shirt type of guy, had spiffed up a little bit for his birthday and their favorite waitress had taken the picture. “A guy has to keep some memories.  And this day, today, is one I will always remember.”Before he left Tashia and Tony’s home on his way to his own to get prepared for his trip, Ben gave his adopted niece a hug and Tony a firm handshake with a pat on the shoulder.  He had extended his hand to David but the latter gave him a brief hug with a pound on the back.  Kyana knew it was okay.  She embraced her friend albeit for only seconds.  That was a day she would always remember as well.Chapter XXVIt was the third week in August and the end of the first full week of school.  Tashia and Tony had everything planned to the minutest detail.  Although she completed the first week, she would be gone from her job for a duration of ten days.  Tony had already scheduled to be away for the long vacation.  Well, working vacation.  They were going as far away as their money could now carry them but another stop was needed first.Tashia had not won the battle concerning the wealth of information she had that remained hidden from others.  Radio announcements and Wiles’ face on what seemed every other billboard did nothing to assist with this.  Then came the text from Charles.  Abernathy wanted to meet them.  He did not have the details as to why but Tony had agreed to do this...and nothing more.  Charles would not accompany them.  He was still caring for his mother in Baton Rouge and Abernathy desired this to be a closed meeting.Things had been so quiet since Tony and Tashia met with his father that it was spooky.  None of the men present the night of Princess Lenei’s death had said anything to Bryan Gerard about their meeting.  No one seemed to even be aware of their plans to talk to Abernathy.  Neither Tony nor Tashia knew what to think.  It could not be that they had really eluded everyone thus far.  They dared not hope.Tashia was standing in the schoolyard watching the children during recess, and, for once, she was able to push to the side of her mind what was going to happen in Texas the next day.  She was thinking of Maui.  Nearly two weeks for her and three full weeks for Tony.  No work.  No school.  At least none for her until she came back and had to begin working on her Master Thesis.  She still could not believe that they were returning to their honeymoon destination.  When Tony’s job gave him the opportunity to be involved with presentations and investigations at this location a year prior, he jumped at the chance.  He had made sure Tashia would be with him and her principal had not objected.They were going to have a layover in Dallas for a couple of hours, during which time they would meet with Abernathy.  If all went well, after that they would get on the plane and continue to Honolulu and then to Maui.  This would be a perfect getaway while a storm might be brewing at home.  If Abernathy wanted to meet them, they suspected that the FBI might be closing in on Wiles.  Of course that could be wishful thinking, but it might be best not to be on the Mainland for the time being.  Her in-laws were also conveniently going to disappear to Europe for a couple of weeks.  Two to three weeks away might not be enough but they would play everything by ear.  Tony had a strong feeling that something big was up, as did she.  “We’d better enjoy this trip on the Defense Department.”  All expenses were paid for Tony but not for her.  Tashia thought of the remark that followed.  Somehow he seemed to think his job would disappear once he returned.  It could be that he was right.  Tashia was uncertain whether or not that would be a good thing.“Tashia.”Tashia jumped back to the present with the snapping of her friend’s fingers in front of her face. “Oh, Sheryl.  I’m sorry.  Have you been calling my name?”“Yes.  Where was your mind?”“Away.”“Are you still not going to tell me where you and Tony are going?  Steve and I won’t follow you.  We promise,” she joked.“I’ll tell you some time.”“You have a lot going on, don’t you?” she asked softly.  “You used to tell me everything.”There was no hurt in Sheryl’s voice.  It was not the first time this conversation had cropped up, and she understood that there were a lot of things Tashia could not tell her until she was certain it was safe.  It probably would not have been such a risk sharing with her that they were going to Maui.  After all, it likely was not even a secret to those Tashia most feared.  She just found herself extra-cautious, sometimes ridiculously so, these days when it came to her loved ones.  Sheryl had no idea what was so dangerous in Tony and Tashia’s life, but she did know her friend was only looking out for her best interests, especially after what had happened with Ashley.  Of this, Tashia was sure.“Anyway, there’s a man here to see you.”“Who is it?”“I can’t say, but he’s cute,” she expressed with a twinkle in her eye.Tashia grinned.  Maybe it was Tony.Sheryl left, and her place was soon filled by a tall man within a dark green suit.  Tashia’s body instantly froze.  He was an African-American man with beige-colored skin and green eyes.  The tormenter from the rainy afternoon!“Hello, Tashia.  I’m Nathan Langley.”‘Oh, Lord, what does he want?!’“Let’s just get one thing straight.”  He smiled warmly, stood very close to her, and slid metal down her arm.  “Let’s walk over here out of everyone’s way, shall we?”He locked his arm in hers and led her around a corner where she could still see the children, but where no one was likely to notice her.  She stared down at the gun pressed against her hip in terror.  He continued in his slippery sweet voice, “You might still choose to talk.  That’s your choice.  Far be it from me to try to stop you.”  Tashia started hyperventilating and felt that it was through sheer will that she kept herself from fainting.  “I would just implore you to think of little Cassandra.”  He pointed the gun now hidden behind his suit jacket but with dead-on aim at seven-year-old Cassandra Black, who continued climbing the monkey bars oblivious to what was going on twenty-five feet away from her.  “Mr. and Mrs. Black and her younger brother, Andy, would be so devastated if something were to happen to her.  I would never want that, and I’m sure you would not either.”The man did not sound pretentious.  He had to be an absolute cold-blooded killer to be able to speak the way he did and point a gun at a little girl like he was.  Tashia knew she had to be dealing with an out-and-out maniac, one who seemed to actually believe she’d be forcing his hand if she chose to speak.  Now bathed in sweat while standing in this surreal nightmare, she could not stop panting.  With a shift, he had perfect aim at Timmy, one of the brightest, most sensitive children in her class.  “Nor would we want Timmy Miller to have to suffer because of an unwise choice of yours, would we?  His parents have had enough to deal with since their recent divorce, haven’t they?  Why add such tragedy onto that?” Tashia’s eyes were about to explode out of her head.  It was impossible that he knew such personal details about these children and their families.He turned to Juan, the funniest, most undisciplined, most lovable boy she had ever met.  Not Juan.  Not Timmy.  Not Cassandra.  Not any of her children.  He went down the line telling the background of a few more and then fanned his gun behind his jacket at all of them.  “We know them all so well, don’t we?  Tashia, I’m sure you only want the best for them.  So do I.  Let’s make sure that happens.  If you don’t, I’ll know, and I’d hate to be you when you look into their parents’ faces and think to yourself you’re the reason why there is so much agony in them.”  He casually walked away.Shivering madly for a good ten seconds, she stood there until adrenaline surged and with it, her instinct to run over to the children to hide them.  Instead, so as not to draw attention, she started gathering them, as she would on any other day so they could go back inside.  The other teachers and instructional assistants followed suit.Tashia was on autopilot the rest of the afternoon.  She responded to the students and staff as she always did and she had no clue how she managed that.  No one would have known something was wrong.  No one, that is, except Sheryl.  Tashia did not speak to her until they were just about to leave to go home, however.  She spent her lunch hour in her car talking on the phone with Tony, who was on his way back to Baltimore.  “Let-let-let’s just go tonight!  P-p-please Tony!  Let’s just go tonight!”“I don’t know if we can get a flight out tonight, but I’ll try.”“Let-let-let-let’s just wait at the airport to see if something opens up.”“To Maui?”“To Japan for all I care right now.”“Okay. Tashia.  Breathe.  Please breathe.  Do you want me to pick you up?  I can be there in 40 minutes.”“Yes, I do, but I’ll-I’ll come home the regular time.  I have to say good-bye to these kids.”“You’ll see them again, Tashia.”“You’re right about that because I’m not talking.”“You’re not?”“No!  No way!”“Okay, sweetheart.  The connection is breaking up.  Are you going to be all right?  Did you eat anything?”“I can’t eat right now.”“Please eat something.  For me.”“I’ll try.  Tony?”  The connection was gone.  She called again...and again...and again.  She kept getting that the cell phone user was out of the zone or unavailable at the time.  Finally, she went in and finished the day.At the end of the day, Sheryl and Tashia walked together to their cars, which were parked next to each other.  Tony’s car was already sitting there, parked next to Tashia’s Mitsubishi.  He waved at Sheryl, who quickly waved back at him and then turned her attention to Tashia.  “That man seemed real nice.  He said he was your uncle.”  Tashia could not hide the fear in her visage.  “He wasn’t your uncle, was he?” she asked anxiously.  Tashia did not answer.  “Tashia, you’re scaring me.  Are you in trouble?”“Sheryl, I wish I could answer you, but I can’t.”“That means you are,” she whispered, even though there was no one nearby.  She hugged her friend tightly, who returned the embrace.  She let go of her and looked at her with profound worry in her eyes.  “You’re shaking.  How did you get through the day like you did?”“The Lord.  It had to be Him because I wouldn’t have been able to do it otherwise.”“Tashia, I wish I could help.  I want to help you.”“You are helping by caring.  You can pray.  Please pray hard for Tony and me.  Pray for us Sheryl.”Of course, she would, but she did not know what to pray for since Tashia had told her nothing.“You don’t have to.  God knows.  Just pray,” she petitioned once more.  She gave her a quick kiss on her cheek, got in her car, and drove away.  Tashia glanced back at Sheryl in the rear view mirror momentarily before putting her eyes back on the road.  Her friend looked like a lost little girl, a perfect reflection of how she felt.It was not until they reached home that Tashia broke down completely.  She could not stop sobbing.  Tony just held her.  He did not need to do more.They went nowhere that night.  They did not attempt to catch an earlier flight.  They just stayed home and finished packing.  Tony was able to get Tashia to eat a little something.  Her sobs would emerge with no warning.  Even though she knew she would do nothing to put those children’s lives in danger, the thought of any harm coming to them tore her apart inside.  Tony said he wished he could ease her pain, but she told him he was.  Abernathy would be stood up, and he would not even know why.  Tony tried to assure her that this was probably not the first or the last time that would happen to him.  He thought he probably knew people would not show because of threats.  A man in his line of work would be sure to understand.At about 11:00 that night, a text came in from Charles.  “Don’t go to mtg.  Will explain when I get back.”  When Tashia got into bed after a shower about 15 minutes later, she told Tony the message and now he looked at her with the level of anxious bewilderment that she had been feeling.  Charles had been the one who set this up and neither could imagine why he would instruct them not to go.  Not that they were anyway, of course, but one had to wonder if it was Abernathy who cancelled.  Or this could be a warning from Charles.  Tashia had to wait more than two weeks when he should be back from Baton Rouge to get any answers.  Tony pulled her close, she snuggled into him, and she closed her eyes in prayer as her heart beat wildly.  No sleep was going to come that night.  She would just have to sleep on the plane. Chapter XXVIMaui was more beautiful than they had remembered.  It truly seemed like paradise on earth.  All the cares of the world were forgotten there.  Well, almost.  They would not speak of what they left behind and Tashia certainly tried not to think on it.  Even with the work involved with Tony as one of the presenters at a conference regarding technology and security held at the Ritz-Carlton Kapalua, the time could have hardly been better. They were staying at the Ka’anapali Ali’i where the adjoining beach extended eight acres.  They woke up and fell asleep to the calmness of the ocean.  Sailing, snorkeling, and playing tennis at the resort filled their days when they were not exploring the island.  They took a day trip to Hana, the majestic rain forest, explored Haleakala, the world’s largest dormant volcano 10,023 miles above sea level, on their own, and discovered the underwater by submarine and snorkel.  Tony did not feel comfortable with scuba diving, and Tashia really did not care to go deep into the ocean after her last experience.  They had seen so much on the Molokini morning snorkel and on the Atlantis submarine that she did not feel as if she was missing a thing.  Kauai, where they made a day trip by flight, was an island lush beyond what anyone could imagine.  A visit to Oahu a couple of days before Tashia had to return home to work and to completion of her degree was under consideration but ultimately nixed because of how much they enjoyed going on brief visits into town then returning to the resort.  A great deal of their time was spent simply relaxing in the whirlpool in their condo.  In fact, they spent a great deal of time in their condominium period.  Sharing in what Tony enjoyed most.  And Tashia did too.  Love making and talking to one another.  If only they never had to return.But return Tashia did.  And a little more than a week later, he did as well.Tashia sat in the car, hoping no one would tell her to move, as she waited for Tony at BWI Airport on Wednesday night.Since her return, she had checked in with everyone, and they were all fine.  Aunt Gladys and Roger, Sheryl, Steven, little Ashley, Stephanie, Anuli, Patrice, and Patrick.  They were all good.  So were the folks down in Georgia.  And of course, Charles.  He had not wanted to communicate via phone.“You know they got everything we say these days and pay special attention to it if they’re targeting you.”  Tashia sat in his living room and did not even mind his choice of words.  She had not realized how much she missed him until she saw him.Abernathy had been a bit miffed that they had not shown up for him, but Charles said he would get over it.  Tashia did not have to wait any longer to find out why he had warned them against going.  Abernathy was not supposed to let on anything but he had let him know. “Tony is under suspicion.”  Her eyes fixed on Charles’ and her heart stopped.  Wiles was under investigation for his part in drug trafficking in the United States through some of the very corporations where he, Bryan Gerard, and the others were shareholders and on the Board of Directors.  This was all hush-hush for now, but the FBI wanted to inquire of Tony since his father had apparently been grooming him to take his place.  “Nothing will probably come out of it,” Charles explained with no sign of worry, a complete contrast to what was going on inside of Tashia.  “There are always these investigations but they only come to light when it’s necessary.”  Tashia got it.  When the people who really made the decisions thought it was necessary and even then, this was often for show to the public, because the culprits often got off with little to no penalty.  Then the public would forget.As to Tony, his name only showed up one place.  It had replaced his father’s as one of Untell’s most prominent on the list of Board of Directors.Now Tashia sat in the parking lot just a few hours after her time with Charles with waves of anxiety rushing through her body.  All of this was a mistake.  No.  Not that.  A trap.  Oh how she wished Tony would walk through those doors.  She had to share this with him.  More so, she ached to see him and each passing moment was killing her.  Just a year prior when she was so afraid of him, she would have never dreamed how much she could miss him.There he was!  She got out of the car and waved excitedly at him.  He saw her immediately, and a huge grin crossed his face.  He signaled for her to get back in the car.  She did and popped the trunk.  She watched as he jogged over and put his suitcase in the trunk.  One little suitcase.  She did not know how he did it.He got in, and the kiss he gave her literally almost made her fall out of the car.  Tashia had never experienced anything quite like that and her heart flooded with warmth because she knew he must have really missed her too.  She had never known him to show such a tremendous public display of affection.  She did not know if she was going to be able to drive after that but figured she had better get it together because someone in a police vehicle was heading toward her.  She started driving, as she tried to catch her breath.  When they hit their first light, she looked at him and examined his exquisite exterior.  He grasped her hand and kissed it.  This was not the time to talk about her conversation with Charles.  They knew what was in the vehicle so they could not anyway.They were soon home with her sitting cross-legged on the bed and him seated next to her when she did let him in on everything.  He nodded slowly.  “It’s not a mistake.”  Tashia looked at him in absolute shock.“...B-but what they’re doing?  How can you...?”“The change just came.  It’s my only way in to know what’s really going on with that company.” Tashia’s eyes widened.  “I can’t take—”“And you really think anyone trusts you enough to—”“Tashia, I wasn’t finished,” he said gently.  “This shows that I’ve earned their trust.  I’ve spoken to Langley personally.  I had already assured him that you were not going to go further with anything.  When I found out what he did to you in the school yard, I almost lost it.  The reason he did that was because he wanted insurance that nothing would be divulged.  You know, about Wiles or anything else.  He was not that specific but I knew what he meant.”  He told her that he had given his word that the two of them would not have shared anything consequential with Abernathy.  Tony’s hope was for them to only seem cooperative to the FBI agent but Langley wanted no more independent decisions.Tashia vigorously rubbed her suddenly aching head.  There was no way Tony could be involved with that diabolic company.  He kneeled next to her and held her hands.  Everything was upside down. Nothing made sense.  Tony had been outraged, no, absolutely sickened by what that company had done.  “I know you think I’ve been turning a cold shoulder to this but I can’t go on like I am, Tashia.”  But the risks.  Not only to him or her.  Langley had threatened the kids.  “It was a scare tactic but he was the last one whose trust I had to earn.  And I have,” he assured.  “I wouldn’t put your life or the life of anyone else on the line for anything, Tashia.  This is the only chance I see and I can’t let them get away with what they’ve done to you, to your parents.”  His beautiful eyes showed sorrow like she had never seen in them and her heart melted.  “Nor what they’re doing now.  It’s sick. I admit this is sick, too, but part of me thinks that if my father’s name is no longer associated with at least this one place, maybe things will go well for him.”Tashia’s mind was scrambled.  She did not see how he could be so certain of maintaining their safety while working to expose these men.  He could not share that with her.“Come on, Tony!”He was adamant that he could not and just as decisive that her assessment was correct.  All innocent parties would remain safe and those men would be exposed.  “You can absolutely not share anything with anybody,” he admonished strongly.  “Not even with Dad.  He knows nothing.  I’m not telling anything either until I have enough on these snakes to get every sleazy one of them taken down.”  Tashia protested that Abernathy had the tape but that was not admissible.  The letter Higgins had written to Tashia was one she had finally destroyed and one that Tony would not have allowed her to use anyway for fear for her life.“So we still have nothing?” she begged, incredulous.“We have me.  I no longer have a job at the Department of Defense but I’m going to be closer to those creeps,” he sputtered with utmost disgust, “than I could have ever been there.”  Tashia stared at him completely bewildered.  He explained that he had started his “own thing”.  His own business where he would have more freedom to investigate or at least find a way to prove what was really going on.  She did not understand how it could be that he had kept so much from her.“I had no other choice.  If I was going to protect you, if you were going to be safe, I couldn’t tell you everything.”  And why was he telling her now?  “Because I love you and don’t know how to hide anything from you but so long.”  Tashia wanted to know if there was more she did not know.  He admitted that there was and as soon as she was out of danger, he would reveal all.He smoothed his hand over her hair.  Tashia did not know what to think.  Tony had to be the bravest man she had ever known but to get involved with such evil, dangerous men...  The pulsating in her head was almost unbearable.  “I want you to resign from that horrible company,” she insisted.  He corrected her.  He was not an employee.  As to distancing himself, it was too late.  He would really be under suspicion by their enemies then.  She had to wonder what he had done so that he would no longer be...if he really was not.“Tashia, I’m begging you to trust me. You know who I am.”  His teeth clenched together as he spoke his next words.  “You’re right.  I feel absolutely nauseous every time I think of what Untell is involved in, but the partners at the business and I are going to destroy it.  If nothing else, not one more person will suffer because of that filthy corporation.”  Tashia shook at his passion.  His face softened.  He leaned in and gave her a kiss on her cheek.  His embrace was interrupted by the ring of the phone.  It was Dad.  He had gotten Tony’s message that he was too exhausted to meet with him the following day.  They would see each other later in the week.By the time Tony hung up about a minute later, Tashia’s head was spinning uncontrollably and when he went to kiss her, she could not return the show of love.  He asked her what was wrong.  She shivered in his arms with the pain.  He held her tightly.  “It’s okay, Tashia,” he assured.  “Everything really is going to be all right.  It just has to be.” Maybe one day it would be.  Not one thing made sense but one thing she held onto as she pressed her head into his neck.  She had always trusted Tony’s judgment and she had to trust it A little short of a month later, Tashia continued to feel trapped.  The joy she had in her work was still present but had drastically lessened.  Her grad school advisor guided her with her thesis, but it was so difficult for her to motivate herself to make even this first deadline.  After the time spent pursuing the degree, it would have seemed that one factor would spur her on to try to complete it but it did not.  Neither the job nor the thesis was the problem.  She was in the dark about what her husband was doing.  That was the issue.  Or at least part of it.  Yet, she reasoned, even though she was having to deposit her trust in Tony, maybe the Lord was using this opportunity to grow her faith and patience.  She could not go to Tony to discover what was going on, but life was really like that anyway.  It was not until she had no choice but to acknowledge that she could not change something that Tashia would again come to the conclusion she had come to so many times during the years.  She really was not in control of anything and she had to relinquish all false holds she deceived herself into thinking she had on her life to God.  She had done it growing up, had done it during her marriage when she could not force change in her husband or even herself, and now when the stakes seemed so high, she had to do it again.Yes, she was slowly beginning to accept that she would have to wait doing absolutely nothing to find her parents’ killer or to deliver the murderers of two women to the hands of justice while she walked around in the dark, but she did not like it.  No peace had come with this recognition yet.  So she would talk to God.  “Help me to give everything over to You. You know the beginning from the end.  I wish You’d let me in on a little of it but ultimately it really doesn’t matter.”  The outcome was in His hands.  If she could just consistently remember that.  She did not have to be taking an active part in solving anything, although Tony surprised her by saying she was.Something had changed in Tony.  He credited her prayers to moving things in a positive direction.  Well, that was probably going a bit too far.  He really only acknowledged that it could be that her prayers were being answered.  Untell’s stock was plunging due to Tashia did not know what.  She could not help but research this but the presented rationales were too varied.  Unrest in the region.  Fear of a financial collapse within the company.  When she would ask Tony if he had anything to do with this, he would just smile like a fox and say he was not solely responsible.Not only did he give a bit of credit to a potentially spiritual reason for what she saw he deemed a great turn of events, but he had attended her church a couple of Sundays.  This brought great happiness to Tashia.  Although she at first warned herself that this might be short-lived, she decided she could not worry about that.  She would just enjoy him being there with her while she could.  Of course, the question was why he came.  “Pastor Josh is just getting on my nerves.  I don’t know how much I buy of the Bible, but at least your pastor is true to the text.  I have to respect that.  Besides, I do learn something and maybe I can learn something more about you.”If it were not for everything else going on undercover, Tashia would have been walking on a cloud.  She begged God more earnestly than she ever before had that He would bring Tony to know Him.  To share that with her husband would be utterly amazing.  And the fact that he wanted to know more about her than he already did gave special solace to her heart.  Yet she knew he could never truly understand until he came to have a relationship with the Lord himself.The relationship between the two of them or at least how Tony treated her should have brought more happiness, so in truth, Tashia really did not completely know what was wrong with her.  He worked long hours but made sure he only worked half-day Fridays so he could spend time with her when she got home from work.  That sweetness of the manner in which they related to one another that time away brought to both of them was still present with Tony.  For Tashia, however, sleeping in with him or going on a spontaneous outing did not excite her the same way it did in Maui nor how it normally would have.  Her body just could not get back on schedule.  At first, she thought it was serious jet lag, but a few weeks had passed since her return from Hawaii.  She was still having difficulty remaining awake.  Sure, during the day when Tony was not yet home she was more alert than when she had first returned, but she crashed before he even entered the door.  Since she got in fairly early in the afternoon after work, he suggested she get out of the house more, which she did.  Nonetheless, she found herself having trouble keeping her eyes from closing when she would meet with her counselor to discuss her thesis, when she was in the line at the grocery store, or when she was behind the wheel.  Times spent with Aunt Gladys, Stephanie, or Sheryl were always fun, but she could not wait to get back home so her head could hit the pillow.  Tashia feared she was turning into her mother.Depression had been the backdrop of her family and maybe all the stressors were leaving her prey to it.  She had not spoken to Isabella in a while, but she called her to see if she could evaluate her.  Tashia knew a couple of symptoms of depression were lack of appetite and persistent desire to sleep.  She had both.  She would ask herself why she was depressed.  After so many years of begging for an improved marriage, things continued to change for the better.  She had a wonderful family, great friends, a pleasant job, and a career that was so close that she could almost touch it.  More than anything, she had Jesus and He would see her through anything.Tashia knew all of this.  She absorbed all of this but she could not shake the cold-blooded murders nor the abuses of which she was now aware.  There could be another factor.  She did not think what happened to Lupe was weighing on her, but maybe it was.  After all, she kept the memory hidden in her subconscious for over 20 years.  Then there was Tony.  Even with the bettering of their marriage, all was not well.  It seemed like she and Tony kept missing each other.  He worked a lot.  She slept a lot.  When they saw each other, she wanted to spend the time talking to him but what almost seemed to be narcolepsy on her part did not help.  And when she was alert, despite his overall kindness, the communication was not always good.  Truth be told, they had more disagreements about what really came down to nothing than she would care to recount.  Much of this was produced from lack of time to effectively communicate.Physical communication that had been her thrill when they were in Hawaii and still was for Tony was no longer for her.  Tashia loved him with all her heart, but she just had no desire.  She was so unbelievably tired.  When they only had a few moments together in a day after not having had any time in a few days, that was all he wanted to do.  Maybe that was relating to him, but it was not to her.  She knew, nonetheless, she should not deprive him.  He seemed willing to compromise.  He would ask, “What do you want to talk about?”  They would talk a few minutes, and then she was out.  No wonder he worked such long hours.  Something had to change.  Tashia knew the change really needed to come in her.  Maybe Isabella would help her figure out where to start.It was clear to Tashia that she had to make herself more available to Tony not only in the bedroom but in every way.  She just was not so sure she should be doing so in this way.  She had never been to his old job, and this was her first time at his new one.  With all that he was trying to protect her from, it could be that he would not want her to make the visit.  He was the one who had given her the address, however.  If it was so important that she never come there, he would not have done that.  Of this, she tried to convince herself anyway.Tashia knew that she was not solely visiting him to spend a little time with him.  She wanted to see Tony badly, but she also had a great desire to at least have a peek into where he was working to try to bring down Untell.  There was no expectation that any details of what he and his partners were doing would be revealed to her.  Just to see the location would be enough for her.  For now.The building was plush.  That was the only way to describe it from its exterior to its interior.  The guard must have stolen away to the bathroom because the seat was empty.  She was able to slip onto one of the eight elevators unnoticed.  The reply to her question to the uniformed gentleman on the elevator as to if he knew where she might be able to find Tony Gerard was, “Ninth floor.”  She was about to push the button, but he did so for her.  She thought that might actually be his job.Tashia thanked him as she got off.  She was glad she had chosen the correct elevator because some of them seemed to only go to the higher levels.  There were several reception areas.  For no reason in particular, she chose the one on the left.  The young woman at the desk greeted her with a friendly smile.  “May I see Tony Gerard?”“May I tell him who is inquiring?”“I’m his wife.”“Oh, Mrs. Gerard!  I’m delighted to meet you.”  She stood and extended her hand.  “I’m Della.  Would you please follow me?”“Certainly.”  She did not mean to sound so formal, but it just came out that way.  She might have ordinarily said something like “sure, why not”, but that kind of talk just didn’t seem to fit in here.She followed Della, who spoke the whole while, down a narrow hall and almost lost her footing.  Della didn’t even seem to notice.  Above a doorway was the name Gerard.  Other names followed, but that was the only one Tashia got a glimpse of as she hurried quickly behind Della.Della opened one side of the double door in response to the invitation to do so, gave her warm smile to Tashia again, and left them alone.  The office was huge.  Tony’s view of the Georgetown waterfront was breathtaking.  “T-Tashia, what are you doing here?”“I just thought I’d surprise you,” she said innocently as she walked across the room then gave him a kiss on the cheek.  He surely could see straight through her.  Still, he just smiled happily and seemed to dismiss the obvious.  She was going crazy not seeing this place! Admiringly, she walked around to examine his office décor and then sat on his desk.  “So...who works here with you?”He cocked his head to the side and looked at her as if to say she knew he could not tell her that.  She produced a slow pout.“Okay, okay,” he laughed.  “Please don’t look at me that way.  A couple of days before I got home from Hawaii, I spoke to Paul.  You remember Paul, don’t you?”  She nodded.  Paul was an old college pal of Tony’s.  He had been trying to get him to go into business with him for years.  Tony had never been that interested.  “With all that’s happened with us and with me thinking my old job might be in eminent danger, I figured why not take a chance.  He said they just had to add my name.”Tashia still did not get how at least Regal, who was Tony’s boss, along with Langley and his cronies would be okay with him leaving his position at the Department.  He explained that they thought it would be better if he were not to be so closely tied to the government if he was going to take part in this first corporation and hopefully, if he showed himself to be worthy, to take his father’s place in all of them.  Tashia nodded.  She would have asked more questions, but she couldn’t think of any others at the moment.Tony glanced away from her then took her hands in his as he looked at her with worry.  It was rare that Tashia saw him like this and her heart began to race.  “Tashia, sweetheart,” he voiced, “I know I blasted you out not that long ago about not letting me in on big decisions.  And you do understand that even though I’ve felt like a big hypocrite, the reason I didn’t let you know my plan was to protect you, right?”  She nodded.  She did know that.  “It’s just...Well, there’s more I should have told you, but I haven’t known how to tell you about my other partner.  It’s not that—”There was a knock on the door.  Before he could answer, a woman entered.  “Tony, I...  Oh, hello.”Tony’s face tightened.  With much awkwardness, he introduced them.  “Um, Tashia this is Valerie.  Valerie, this is my wife, Tashia.”Valerie?  Valerie?!  This could not be the same Valerie.  The remarkably beautiful, utterly striking woman walked over and graciously took Tashia’s hand.  “Pleased to meet you.”  Her eyes shifted uncomfortably and Tashia realized not only had she not reciprocated the hand shake but she had been glaring at her.Tashia found her voice and said, “I would like to say the same.”  Sliding her hand from the woman’s, she asked, “What is your last name?”“Banor.”Tashia turned to Tony, hurt and shocked.  His eyes stared with fear into hers and his jaw could not have been tauter.  “Is this the same Valerie you almost had an affair with a few years ago?”Tony’s usually deep and mysterious eyes now looked as if they were about to bulge out of his head.  The woman covered her mouth with a gasp.  Seeming to quickly regain her composure, she said, “I’ll leave the two of you alone.”“Oh, there’s no need for that.  This involves the three of us.”“Actually, it doesn’t.  Tashia—”“Please don’t call me that.”“I’m sorry.  Mrs. Gerard, I am very, very sorry for how I acted back then.  Your husband is very much in love with you.  I in no way have any desire to damage that, and I couldn’t if I tried.  We work well together on a business level, and that is as far as it goes.”Tashia took a deep breath.  “I hope you mean that because you’re right.  If you have any ideas regarding splitting us up, you would want to just throw them out of your head.  You two might be dealing in business, but what Tony and I have is far beyond that.”“I understand.”  Tashia continued to glare at her.  The woman’s eyes faltered.  “I’ll talk to you later Tony.  Again, it was a pleasure to meet you Mrs. Gerard.”“Mmhm.”Tashia stared at the closed door and shook her head in disbelief.  Please no.  Tony had proven time and time again that he really loved her. That he would not deceive her.  But he was working with Valerie.  Valerie?!He put his hand on her shoulder. “I don’t even know you anymore,” she whispered.“Tashia, don’t say that.  I didn’t t—”“How could you say she was just all right?  She’s gorgeous!  Don’t you think so?”“Tashia, you’re the one I’m in love with.”“I didn’t ask you that.  My goodness, Tony, why do you do that?  Why do you answer the question you think I’m asking?  That annoys me to no end!  Just answer my question!”“What is your question?”She sighed out in exasperation and in pain.  “Do you think she’s gorgeous?”“I wouldn’t go that far.”“How far would you go?  How far have you gone?”“Tashia!”  She was not going to cry.  Tashia had completely trusted him.  She did not know how she could have been so stupid.  He could not tell her what he was doing because he was going to bring down Untell and all that rubbish.  But she was looking at him now.  She saw the pain in his face.  He was about to tell her about Valerie when she interrupted their conversation.  Of course, he could have thought she would find out anyway, but Tashia wanted to believe him.  The man she had known had always been completely honest, at times brutally so.“Tony,” she said, “I need you to tell me one thing and it has to be the complete truth.  Please.”  He swallowed then nodded as he looked at her sincerely.  “Are you sleeping with Valerie or would you like to?” Tony placed his hand on her hair.  She did not want him to touch her.  She didn’t want to weaken.  “Because of how much I love you and how much I respect you, if it were so, I’d get up the courage to tell you, but it isn’t.”  Her bottom lip quivered.  She could not cry.  Nothing she did could prevent him from telling the truth. “I want no one other than you.”“But I’m not stupid, Tony.  Why would you choose her to work with?”He claimed that actually he did not.  Paul had.  Valerie was an absolute genius as was he.  They were the only two people he knew who could help him with this venture.  But Tashia did not understand why Valerie would assist him or why Tony would get Paul involved.Yes, Valerie had put potentially incriminating false evidence against Tony on his computer but she had also been the one to remove even what Stephanie could not retrieve.  She had known Wiles well and she was not one to be betrayed.  That is exactly what Wiles had done and she would make him pay.  Paul, whose family still lived in the Philippines, had come to Tony, as a friend and with much fear.  Tony was shocked to discover that Paul’s sister and cousins had not been seen in years and were feared to have been sold into slavery.  When his friend discovered that Bryan Gerard, Tony’s dad, was involved with corporations that made this possible, he had to come to him.  “All of this is personal for me in so many ways, Tashia.  Valerie is not important to me except as a means to the end of ending it all for these spineless demons.  I don’t mean to sound cold about it, but it’s the truth.”All he said made sense to her, but her fears persisted.  In light of the horrible things he had just shared, it seemed so silly to bring this up, but she had to be sure.  “Valerie.  Are you interested in her?”“No.  I told you what my interest is and that isn’t it.  Not even the slightest bit.”“Do you think she’s pretty?”His solemn expression changed quickly.  He chuckled nervously.  “I don’t see how that exactly relates, but sure I think she’s pretty.”  Her heart crumbling, Tashia looked at the floor.  Of course, he did.  She did not know what she was thinking.  Tony was not blind.  He tilted her head up to him and gazed in her eyes.  “Tashia, looks don’t carry a marriage, but if I had to choose whose face I’d look at every day, I’d choose yours.  I’m not attracted to her.  I’m wild about you.”She shut her eyes momentarily while the tears she could no longer restrain fell from them. “I’m scared, Tony.”He wiped the tears with his fingers.  “Of what?”“Of losing you.”He shook his head firmly.  “How could you think something like that?  We’ve been through some real ugly times but no matter what, I’ve always wanted to be with you.” Tony was right.  They definitely had.  Somehow she knew that Valerie nor anyone else was the one he wanted.  Tashia never could completely understand why, but Tony had hung in with her all those years.  Well, she did understand that it was because of his love for her.  That he would have such deep adoration for her was something she did not fully get but would accept.“Tashia, are you going to let me keep the job?”“Let you?” She chuckled a bit although she did not smile.  “I wouldn’t try to keep you away from something like this.”  She was thoughtful for a moment.  “How close do you have to work with her?”  He probably wanted her to get off this subject, but she could not.  Tony should understand. After all, everything had just been sprung on her all at once.“It really wouldn’t matter, but I| work with Paul much more often than Valerie.”Tashia now did not chuckle.  She smiled.  He would not tell her a blatant lie.  He had never done so before.  If he were interested or even if he were having an affair, he would tell her.  He told her when he almost had one before even though she had not asked.He sat down next to her on his desk.  “Tashia, I want to ask you about something that has been really bothering me.”“What is it?”“Are you still attracted to me?”Now, the man had to be nuts.  Certifiable.  It was not as if he had come by her job and found her working closely with someone like Don.  Tashia had not thought of Don or any of her rescuers in some time.  The one on her mind had been Tony.  “Of course I am.  I would have never thought you would have wondered about something like that?”“Why not?”“You’re so confident.”“I’m not that confident.  I’ll never know why someone like you picked someone like me.”Now she knew she must have been hearing things.  Her husband had to know how devoted she was to him and how sometimes the mere sight of him made her legs tremble.  But then again, maybe she had given him reason to wonder.  “Tony, I know I haven’t been that responsive to you in the bedroom lately.”“Not that responsive?  You keep falling asleep.”“I know.  I’m sorry.”“Have you set up that appointment with Isabella?”“Yes, but it won’t take one session to find out if I’m suffering from depression.  I think I’m going to have to take a series of tests.”“That sounds like a lot of work.”“Yes, but I’m not sure I should do it.”“Why not?”“I found out something today.  I talked to Isabella, and she agrees that’s probably why I’ve been the way I’ve been the last few weeks.”“What did you find out?”“I’m pregnant.”  Tony’s expression was blank.  Her eyes rapidly scanned his face for some response, but nothing was there.  He had wanted to wait forchildren.  She never had because her gynecologist had told her that it would be very difficult for her to get pregnant.  Even when they agreed to try, there was the possibility that they could not make a baby and that never was a big issue for him.  Now that the surprise came that they could, maybe her great news was horrible for him.  “Tony, are you upset?” she asked with tremble to her voice.He got up and walked toward the window.  His back remained turned to her.  Tashia’s first instinct was to rush over to him and try to find out what was wrong, but she remembered that never worked.  She just waited anxiously for him to turn back around.  When he finally did, there were tears in his eyes.  He walked back over to her and just silently hugged her, now smoothing her hair, neck, and back repeatedly.  She had never seen a tear in her husband’s eye.  There was no need for words.  Nothing could have been more perfect.Chapter XXVIIBryan Gerard had to really catch his breath after that golf game with his son.  All things sport is something they had in common.  Golf could be a pretty relaxing game but not this Saturday.  Tony was determined to win.  And he did.  Bryan could do nothing but smile at his son’s competitive spirit.  He had bred him on this.  In business and in life, that kid was going to really be something.Shirley was out at one of her events.  That woman never seemed to tire of her causes, but he would not blame her.  At least they kept her busy.  Bryan handed Tony a glass of organic lemonade and then sat across from him in the downstairs office.  It was now early fall but it was as if the remains of the summer heat were interminable.This was their first opportunity to talk.  They had travelled in separate cars and when on the course, it was all about the game.  Since the time they met back in April, Tony had been a little distant.  Even when he returned from Maui, they were going to get together later that week but it was not until now that they finally did.  He did not even attend the same church with them any longer.  Bryan suspected that some of his aggression not only with golf but with the sports they engaged in since that Sunday at the race track followed by his now customary quick exit was related to what he had found out about him.  The distance disturbed him, but it was a good thing that his son had such a strong conscience.What should have thrilled him but only partially did was that Tony had finally decided to take his place at Untell.  The transfer was seamless but he would have preferred to hear it from Tony instead of Wiles.  It also seemed strange that his boy would get into something that had so clearly disgusted him not even a full year earlier.  Maybe Tony had come to understand Bryan’s words.  The thought of sex slavery was nauseating.  Bryan had not been aware of Untell’s involvement with this.  Trafficking of humans as if they were cattle to get free or next to free labor was nothing beautiful either.  Yet there was really nothing anyone could do.  In this global economy, everyone and everything were so interrelated.  It was nearly impossible to even purchase something as simple as a tank of gas without getting one’s hands dirty.  The best thing to do was to keep them as clean as possible, and that is exactly what he had done over the years.  Certainly he had his part with these corporations but he did not need to know every detail of how they made money other than the obvious face they gave to the public.  He smiled at Tony.  It was good to think that he must have realized this as well.  If nothing else, joining Wiles and Regal would keep him, keep Tashia, and even should keep Bryan safe.  He chose not to speak of any of this yet.  They had not even caught up on anything since Tony’s return.“So, how was the trip, Tony?” he asked as he sat on the edge of his desk.  “Incredible?  I bet you didn’t feel like coming back.”“It was incredible, but you got the other part wrong,” he stated plainly.That was surprising.  “Did you really feel like coming back?”“Yes, I did, but that’s not what I meant.  I’m not Tony.”  Bryan’s face became frozen in a half-smile.  His mind raced and he rapidly examined his face.  What type of joke...he did not understand what he was saying. “Do you recall Terrence?” he asked nonchalantly.Bryan felt the air get sucked out of his lungs.  “Tony,” he gasped out, “what are you talking about?”“No, no, no.  Not Tony.  In fact, where is Tony?  Not Tony fits perfectly because Tony is not.”  He smiled pleasantly at Bryan.  “Oh, don’t look so confused.  You’re not that dimwitted.  Tony is dead.”Bryan fell into the adjoining swivel chair and would have fallen out of it had it not been for him grasping onto his desk.  Still maintaining his hold on the desk to steady himself, he began to breathe heavily and gaped in horror at the impostor.  The other man just stared at him, smirking haughtily.  Regal or Wiles or Langley or someone had to have done something.  Finally, one loud word emerged.  “LIAR!”“Don’t shout, Bry,” he whispered.  “People might hear you.”  He winked and reminded him that one never knew when someone could be listening.He barely processed his words.  “How—how could you be Terrence?  Terrence is dead.”  Something had happened to his son!  Tony would never play a trick like this.  But he could not be...Bryan could not even fully form the thought.  This was some type of plot, some trick, some madness.  Terrence was dead.“Now I should shout,” he stated with unnerving calmness.  “Terrence did not die in that institution you forced Mom to put me in.  I know it was you.”  He swiveled back and forth in the chair and smiled at him smugly.  “You are right, though.  Terrence is dead.  My brother Tony’s dying gift to me was his life, and I’m going to enjoy it to the fullest.  I’m going to enjoy that little new wife of mine.  Boy, am I going to enjoy her...and I’m already enjoying her.  She is really fine.  I’m going to enjoy my new career.  I’m going to relish in the fruit of my labor.  Yes mine because it’s all mine now.”“Tashia,” he panted as he reached in panic and fumbled his desk phone.  “I have to warn her.”“No, you wouldn’t want to do that, fool.  If you try it, I’m going to start talking.” Bryan’s hand rested on the phone as he tried to figure a way to alert her without the beast sitting across from him knowing.  “I’m going to tell about how you killed your little mistress and Regal’s wife.” In disgust, he asked, “How could you do that to Mom?”  Bryan let his hand fall in his lap.  They were going to fry him.  If the State did not, these men were.  This devil was going to take his position with every corporation and then all undeniable false evidence was going to be thrown right at him.  “She was always so good to you.”“Don’t talk to me about her when you’re saying you killed her son.  Please, you are just saying that, right?  You’re not really Terrence, are you?  Who are you really?  Did you have plastic surgery?  Are you trying to torment me?”The man leaned forward in his chair with hands pressed on his thighs and face gleaming.  “Is it working?” he asked with glee.  Bryan would not answer.  “You’re really stupid, aren’t you?  I probably won’t say much truthful to you, but hear this.  I kept waiting for Mom to pick me up from that place.  I knew you wouldn’t.  The smells drove me crazy.  The people acted all nice when you dropped me off, but they were evil.  They treated us kids like dirt.”“Did they hit you?”“Oh, like you care now.”“I do care.”“Yeah, right.  There are more ways to abuse a child than to hit him.  They made us feel like nothing.  They talked down to us all of the time.  They said everything I knew you were thinking.  She came to visit me every day, but the visits stopped.”  He cocked his head and scrutinized him several seconds.  “Why was that?”This could not be Terrence but Bryan had to play the game.  Everything within him wished it was really a game.  He admitted that he had told her to stop going.  Although she continued to do so for some time, seeing Terrence in there made her so ill that she developed an ulcer.  Bryan had never related her illness to the state of the place but of the guilt over sending her soon away.  “She never told me it was bad.”He rolled his eyes. “I really can’t believe how dumb you are.  Of course, they weren’t bad when she was there.”Bryan chose to ignore the remark.  If this was somehow Terrence, he had to understand that they never wanted him there.  “I guess she just couldn’t bear seeing her little boy like that, but after a while she couldn’t bear not seeing you either.”  Before she could go, she got the call at home.  “They told her you had passed.  We never asked to identify you.  We couldn’t do it.  The funeral was closed casket.  They took care of everything.”“How touching.  I ran away.  I did not ‘pass’ as you call it.  Another kid had died.” Bryan’s blood turned cold with the passing wonder if he had killed him.  If another child had died, then why did they tell them...?“I did not come back to hurt Mom.  I know she did what she could considering she was married to you.”“Then why would you say you killed Tony?”“Tony?  Is he all you care about?  You had another son, you know.  He’s dead.  I never said I killed him.”Bryan shook his head. “He’s not dead.”  He would not believe that.  His son was alive somewhere.“The Tony you once knew is dead.  I’m the Tony you’ll have to live with from now on.  Everyone is better off without him.”  This man could be serious...at least about him really being Terrence.  Before the answer to the question of what that meant for Tony came to his mind, he heard him asking, “Why did you send me away?  I said I was sorry.” He could not get away from this.  That place, or even being sent there, had really damaged him.“Ter—”“What are you supposed to be calling me from now on?”Bryan could not stomach calling him that.  If Terrence had really been alive all that time...he would not accept that Tony was dead until he had no other choice.  He had to explain to this man, possibly his other son, what had occurred.  Perhaps if he understood, there was a chance that Tony would be all right.“You have no idea how long we struggled with that decision.  People kept telling us to send you away, but we wouldn’t.  For years, we tried to handle your behavior even though we had no idea how.  No doctor could help us.  They all told us to send you away where people were equipped to handle children with special needs like yours.“When I came home and saw that you had torn into your brother and your mother, I knew you had to go.  I didn’t want you to, but you couldn’t stay there any longer.  Your mother could not hear me, but I finally convinced her.”“You convinced her,” he sneered.“I showed her Tony.  You had practically bitten a hole out of his cheek.”  With surgery, it had remarkably healed to where it was virtually unnoticeable.  “She did not care about how you clawed her face.  All because she gave Tony a hug.  Yours was coming next.  Yours always came.”“But it was always next.  It was never first,” he complained.“Did you ever notice yours was the longest?  Did you ever notice that?”He looked down thoughtfully then confessed that he had not.  His face, even his expressions, were Tony’s.  Identical.  But he was not the same man.  “Still, that was no reason to send me away.”“What was coming next?  You were only 7.  What would happen by the time you were 10?  Or 14?  You have to know that it was hard on each of us.  We missed you when you left.  Tony really missed you.”“Whatever,” he dismissed with a wave of his hand.  “Anyway, back to the issue at hand.  Shall we listen?”No, upon further inspection, he did not really look exactly like Tony.  This man’s smile was diabolical.  He had taken a mini recorder out and Bryan knew whatever was on it was not good for him.  He pressed play and the first sounds he heard were a woman laughing along with his own voice in the background.“Lenei,” Bryan whispered, his stomach bilious.  “How did you get that?”“Odd considering I wasn’t even born yet, huh?  Let’s move past this.”  He fast-forwarded.  With disdain, he claimed, “It makes me feel pretty ill hearing you with that woman when you were married to my mother.”“How did you get that tape?!” Bryan insisted but got no response other than another click of the machine.  This time Lenei was in heated discussion with someone.“I can’t go on like this any longer!  Don’t you understand how much I love you?”“Lenei, I can’t do it.”  It was a younger version of his voice!  He rapidly raked through his memory in an attempt to recall this conversation.“Bryan, I need you to leave Shirley.”“You’re a princess.  What type of life could you have with me?”“You have no idea how much I am willing to sacrifice to be with you.”  He listened in utter disbelief, mouth open in shock.  “Bryan, I did not come here in peace.  I came here to destroy your government.”“What?!”“Please listen to me.  I would never tell you this if I didn’t trust you completely.  I have been raised from a child to despise your country, and I did until I came here.  The people I’ve met are just like me.  In fact, many of them are better than I am.  Yes, there are very corrupt people in your government, but the many should not suffer for the few.”“You’ve come here to spy?”“Yes.  I’m ashamed to say it, but my purpose for being here is to ascertain your defense system.  My country plans to make war against your country.”“But why?”“I thought it was because we had to eliminate such an evil nation.  I’ve come to realize it’s because Pakistan wants to take over your resources.  My country wants to overtake yours.”He chuckled in clear disbelief.  “The U.S.?”“Don’t laugh.  The United States is not indestructible.  It is not the superpower you think it to be.”“So what do you want me to do?  Go back with you, so we can trade secrets to the Pakistani government together?”“Don’t be facetious Bryan.” “I will be as sarcastic as I like.  I can’t believe you.  How could you use me like that?”“Bryan,” she cried, “I love you.  I’m not going back to Pakistan.”“How can you not go back to Pakistan?  You’re the Prime Minister’s daughter for goodness sakes.”“I haven’t figured out how I can stay here, but I will.  I’m not going back.  I want to stay with you.”“And do what?  Get married?”“Yes.  Oh, yes!  That’s exactly what I want.”“Lenei, you’re living in a dream land.”“I’ll take on another identity.  I’ll change my appearance.”“You don’t get it.  Even if that all worked, we wouldn’t.”“Why not?”“Because I’m not going to leave Shirley.”She fell silent momentarily. “I don’t understand.  I thought you loved me.  I thought you didn’t love her anymore.”“That’s not the point.  I have stability with her.  I’m highly respected in the Navy.  I can’t take the chance that my reputation will be smeared.”  She gasped.  “I know it sounds absurd.  You’re a princess.  If anyone’s reputation would be ruined, it would seem that it would be yours, but I have to think of my life too.”She told him she could not believe that he was saying he did not want his life to include her.“No.  I want you to stay in it.”“I cannot just be your mistress.  As you said, I was raised as the Prime Minister’s daughter.  I am a princess from a long line of royalty.  I don’t know how to be second in line for long.  I will not be either.”“What do you mean by that?”“You will marry me.”“Lenei, we’ve been through this time and time again.”“This time you don’t understand.  I meant what I said.  I will tell your wife.  I’m going to tell her tonight.  It would be so much better for everyone if you told her you were going to divorce her.”There was no sound for a few moments, and then he responded, “I’ll tell her.”“You’re lying.”“No, I’ll ask her for a divorce.”She started whimpering.  “No, you won’t.  You would try to hold me off longer by making a promise you would never keep.”  There was a sound of someone clumsily picking up something.  “Lenei, what are you doing?”“I’m calling your wife.  Don’t worry.  I know the number.”The sound that followed was him apparently knocking the phone out of her hand.  A slam came next.  Then the pick up again followed by another slam.  This time, however, there was an additional slam that was not of the phone on the hook but what Bryan imagined was her against the floor.“What are you doing?!”  There was a smack and an almost simultaneous scream.  “Bryan no!  Get that knife away!  What are you doing?!  No!”  Her screams became muffled and were overridden by the sounds of something being slashed.  Maybe her skin. Then the tape went dead.Bryan Gerard stared at the man holding the recorder, and he knew he had never felt such ferocious hatred in his life.  Suddenly, he lunged forward and slapped the recorder out of his hand across the room.Terrence stood and jumped back with his hands in arrest and a taunting sneer on his face. “Oh, I hope you’re not stupid enough to think that is the only copy.”Bryan’s voice quivered.  “Who are those people?“You are dense, aren’t you?”Teeth clenched, he articulated, “Lenei and I never had that conversation.”“Sounds an awful lot like you, though.  Does it sound like her, or were you with someone else?”“You are the most despicable human being I’ve ever met!”  He could actually feel his blood boiling.  He could not fathom how Terrence or whoever he was could bring that trash into his home and have him hear what sounded like her murder.  Nor how could he get such pleasure out of something so evil.“I assure you that could have been Lenei.  As far as whether or not that was you, that’s for a jury to decide.  You’re lying to me right now, though.”“What are you talking about?”“You know you had at least some of that conversation with her.”  He did know that, but he would not give him the satisfaction of admitting to it.  They had talked about her desire for him to leave his wife from time to time.  There was no talk, however, about their governments or her deciding to let Shirley in on their secret.  If all of that was Lenei, she must have been talking to someone else.  But that someone sounded just like him.  All of this was impossible.  Bryan felt as if he were about to lose his mind.“Daddio, let me make something abundantly clear.  I’m here for one thing.  My mission is to make your life as miserable as possible.  Will I have fun during the process?  Oh yes.”  He nodded his head eagerly with the return of the facial gleam.  “I hope to have the most delightful time of my life.  As stupid as you are, I don’t think you will be fool-hardy enough to let my bride in on my little secret because, if you do, you’ll have a horde of evidence to contend with pointing to you as the murderer of your mistress, Princess Lenei.  How would the U.S. and Pakistani governments deal with a person such as yourself?  Surely, you would have to be used as some type of example.  Nothing less could be expected.  And to kill Deputy Secretary of Defense Regal’s wife.  How could you do that?“Further, if you have any scruples whatsoever and you decide to reveal my identity to my little bride, putting yourself in legal and even mortal peril whereby others will be forced to confess your crime, I’d highly advise you to reconsider.  I cannot imagine that you would think of anyone but yourself, but I’ll tell you this just in case I’ve underestimated you.  Your son, shall we call him Terrence, is dead.  I am looking forward to life with my wife, but I have no, I mean absolutely no, problem with having to end hers early if I find you’ve breathed even a whisper to her about me.  And believe me.  I will find out.”  He went across the room, collected the broken up parts of the tape recorder and tape, and left without another word.Bryan Gerard stood there for a full minute, staring at the place where the recorder had been.  He finally came back to himself, made sure the front door was locked with alarm set, and suddenly slumped onto the floor.  He knew he was being watched but this time he could not control the emotion, as he with knees held to his chest wailed.  ‘Please God!  Tony has to be somewhere!’Tashia’s morning sickness that was really all day sickness could not eclipse the thrill she had of having a baby growing inside of her.  At nearly two month’s pregnant, she could not believe she was a mother.  Her ob-gyn was just as surprised as she and Tony were and happily so.Even with the joy, the sickness was no fun.  Too many days she casually excused herself from the classroom then fled to the bathroom as soon as she was out of anyone’s sight just to empty her breakfast, her lunch, or her breakfast and her lunch into the toilet.  Tashia had not shared the news with anyone at work except, of course, Sheryl.  Understanding how exhausting it was for Tashia to help her at school and battle to work through her thesis, Sheryl made a suggestion Tashia would not accept.  Then Tony made the same offer.“Sweetheart, you don’t need to work,” he expressed.  But she felt she did.  She should be contributing something to the household.  He told her that she did and it did not have to be financial.  With his business being so new, Tony had a limited number of clients for whom he could offer security support, but he did not think she needed to bear any financial burden for their rapid decline in income.  “When you finish your degree, you’ll be able to make more money and you really can’t handle doing both right now.”Tashia knew he was right.  She had barely made her last deadline and if how things were going so far was any indication, she would not make her next one.  In sharp contrast to how she was feeling just a month back, she really did desire to become a certified teacher.  What she would do with her career and if she would want to be in the classroom once the baby came along were questions they both had.  If she could just finish, however, at least there would be options.So she decided with some sadness to leave the job behind.  Although Tashia felt as if she was abandoning Sheryl especially when she discovered that a replacement for her would not be sought, her friend was not worried at all.  She had been more concerned when she saw her running herself into the ground.  And she did get to see Sheryl from time to time, as she did Stephanie, Nuli, and the children, Aunt Gladys, Roger, and on rare occasion Charles.The last time they were all together was Tashia’s 27th birthday in October.  Tony had invited them all over to the house.  Charles dropped in only briefly.  She really missed him.  The time was somewhat enjoyable but she had to admit that she was glad to climb into bed when they were gone.  This baby really had the hormones raging through her body or something.  The nausea was sometimes unfathomable and the sudden swimming in her head almost unbearable.Now, thanks to her husband, she could work toward finishing her degree when she felt well enough to do so even with never feeling completely well.  She could sleep when she wanted.  The only thing he asked her to do was take good care of herself and of their baby. That, she was trying to do.As for Tony, he could not have been sweeter.  He took on or made sure that a lot of the household responsibilities were taken care of that Tashia previously shouldered.  He listened a lot more than days prior and was just so kind and attentive overall.  If she fell asleep in the library or any other room, she would find herself hours later in their bed then would smile as she snuggled into his chest.  He had never taken better care of her.Still, there was one thing that gave her great pause.  His business.  More so, his business partner.  He answered every single one of the 1,000 questions she asked about Valerie with patience that seemed unending.  When Tashia asked Stephanie about the situation one Saturday afternoon, the former, still in pajamas, curled up on the couch in the living room and watching the steam rise from the homemade soup her friend had brought over for her, listened to Stephanie recount what she had said to Tony.  She had initiated the phone call to him without Tashia’s knowledge but Tashia did not mind at all.“I told him that I know he can feel strong enough to resist temptation and everything, but I didn’t think it was wise to be in business with her.” Tashia hugged herself tightly and frowned.  “The thing is, Tashia, I can understand where he’s coming from.”  She wanted to know where that was.  “He was not specific at all in how they’re helping him, but he believes they’re the only two that for one, he can trust to do so and two, have the knowledge to do so.”  He had let Stephanie know that he, of course, trusted her more than the two of them put together, but he would never allow her and her family to be put at risk again. “Besides, I’m not as expert in some of the things as he needs.“As to Ms. Valerie, I don’t see where he’s interested in her and he makes it sound like she’s hardly there.  It would seem like she might not be that much help in that case but whatever.  Of course, with technology,” she reconsidered, “that’s not so true these days.  The point is that I just want him to be careful because your marriage has to be more important than whatever he’s trying to do.”Tashia looked at her pensively and processed her words.  Trying to make sure murderers and virtual slave owners got their due versus refusing the opportunity that could make that happen because his wife was insecure about a woman.  A woman he almost had an affair with, sure, but Tashia had enough trouble making simple decisions at times since the pregnancy without her being able to decipher what was best here.“The thing you have to look at,” Stephanie continued as she looked at her with pointed compassion, “is Tony’s character.  He’s a sinner like the rest of us and anyone can fall.  But,” she emphasized, “do you think he would willingly put himself in a situation where he would cheat on you just because he’d like to be unfaithful?”  Tashia told her that was not really the issue.  She did not think he had designs on Valerie anymore but things could happen if they worked closely together.  “I know he’d tell me the truth.  I know if anything ever happened, he would not lie to me.  I just don’t want anything to happen.” Tashia shook her head. “I don’t even want him to have the desire for anything to happen.”Stephanie nodded empathetically.  “At the same time, it could be that I’m being a fool, but I can’t tell him to walk away from this.  If they’re successful with what they’re doing, it could affect a lot of lives and maybe even save some.”“You got a lot to deal with. sister,” Stephanie concluded.  When she reached for her hands, Tashia grasped onto her friend’s and soaked in every word of Stephanie’s prayer for them.  Indeed, she did have a lot with which to contend but somehow Tashia felt that everything ultimately would be all right.  Once Stephanie ended her prayer, she added thanks for her friend, for whom she could not have been more grateful and echoed, “Lord, please give me wisdom.  Please give me Your wisdom.”“I know you’re thinking you can take me.  Don’t be deceived.”She was right. He was thinking that.  The ropes were tied so tightly around him, it seemed as if he could never escape, but he would find a way.  “What were you giving me?”“Something to keep you relaxed.”“You mean something to keep me drugged.”“Same difference.”He asked why she had stopped to which she laughed and asked what made him think she had stopped.  She had just given him less that day, so they could talk.“Talk?”  She really had nerve to want to talk after all she had put him through.Tony had come back into the condominium.  He was looking around to make sure he was not leaving anything when he suddenly felt someone crack him against his back.  He instantly fell to the floor, face down.  His attempts to get up were resisted by the full weight of someone.When he awoke, he was underground somewhere.  He did not know where.  He did not know what had happened.  All he could tell was that he had apparently blacked out...or someone had knocked him out.  One thing he was sure of was that for however long he had been in this dungeon, he had heard rain dropping above him every time he woke.  The space was small and dark.  Maybe he was in a room but he could not be sure.  His mind had been so foggy.  Tony knew he was being drugged, but he was so incredibly thirsty and weak, he accepted the water anyway.  This was the first day he was semi-lucid, and he was able to put together that he might be somewhere in the rainforest of Hana.  That was his suspicion anyway.  Traveling up there or down from there was a painstaking feat in a luxury limo van.  Getting out on foot seemed impossible.  Still, he was not going to spend his last days there.“Sure, I want to talk,” she stated cheerfully.“Why are you keeping me alive?”“For insurance,” was her plain answer.“Insurance?”  She nodded.  “Terrence?”  She nodded again.When Tony awoke, Valerie and Terrence were standing over him and he was convinced he was having a hallucination.  It was like looking at himself interacting with another person while he watched helplessly.  But he was himself and this was a separate person.  Either that meant he had been given something that totally warped his mind or his brother had never died.Valerie stood there icily without a word, but Terrence had plenty to say.  He stood above Tony, who lay motionless on the floor, spitting insults at him for minutes upon minutes.  Tony kept forcing his eyes open against the extreme weight of his eyelids as he listened to his brother’s loathing.  Terrence absolutely despised Tony and their parents for taking away his life.  The people who eventually adopted him were able to see past his behavior problems to the smart boy he really was.  “Why couldn’t you?!” he shouted as he now squatted down to rage uncontrollably in his face.  Tony thought he was going to head butt him or choke him or something.  His body glued to the floor, he would not have been able to lift a finger against him.“Those people were poor!” Terrence seethed, hurling what seemed to be a nearly endless string of expletives.  Dirt poor he claimed, but they were resourceful enough to get him the expert care he needed.  He was even able to complete college and graduate school with degrees in computer engineering and networking.  As dazed as he was, when Tony heard those words, the light came on brightly for him.  Terrence was going to take his life.  He was going to take his career, his family, and, most importantly, his wife.This time he could suddenly move.  He went to take down Terrence but he lifted his hand in vain.  Valerie cracked Tony’s arm so hard it felt as if she had broken it in two.  While he lay there on his side doubled over in excruciating pain, they kissed each other good-bye long and deep.  Terrence told him, “She’ll take good care of you.”  Valerie pressed a gun against his skull then he saw Terrence out of the corner of his eye begin what appeared to be an ascent but then his eyes lost sight of him.  A vehicle raced away.  Tony shut his eyes tightly in preparation for the impact of the bullet and his body shook.  Then Valerie shot.At a glass.  Perfect aim.  She bound him with rope, and...and...  Really nothing.  There was thirst, hunger, head swimming, incredible nausea, and probably drugs.  All in all, though, his existence since that moment was hazy.As these thoughts went through his mind in head-splitting fashion, especially after having snail-like sequences go through it for he did not know long in his intoxicated state, he heard her say, “Terrence might like your life a little too much.”“You mean he might like my wife a little too much.”“Exactly.  Things aren’t supposed to work out between them.”“Are you saying...?”  He licked his lips and tried to swallow to get some saliva into his mouth.  It did not work.  Hoarsely, he asked, “He’s going to leave her?”  The last thing he wanted was that man to be with his wife, but he could only imagine how hurt she would be if she thought he, Tony, left her.“Yes.  For me.”  Valerie started laughing.  Actually, she started cackling.  What a sick, sick woman.  He did not understand how he could have been so blinded to her true personality before. “That sounds great, doesn’t it?” she asked with maniacal glee.  For a moment, he thought he saw her floating in the air in seated position.  Suddenly she was on the floor next to him again.  Maybe his mind was not playing tricks on him.  He had never believed in them before, but she seemed like a witch to him.  “When I’m sure he will keep his end of the deal, I’ll kill you.  Then we’ll live out your life as it should really be lived.”Tony’s mind was clear enough to think, ‘You fool.  If he decides he wants to be with Tashia, he’s not coming back for you.  You might as well kill me now.’  Of course he decided to say, “Valerie, I thought you liked me.”“Oh, you mean that flirting stuff.  I was just trying to get Tashia out of the picture.  That way, when Terrence was ready to take over your life, I’d already be in it.  You’re cute and all, but you’re a little too straight-laced for me.”His mind barely acknowledged her last remark.  “Two years?  No.  Three?”  Valerie and Tony had started working together three years earlier.  He paused as he tried to get up the energy to inquire.  “Been planning this...three years?”“Oh no.  That would be shoddy work.  Five.”His eyes shot wide.“You look surprised.”“I am.”She laughed again.  “Oh, Tony.  That is something I like about you.  So innocent.”  He certainly did not consider himself to be that, but he seemed to be out of his league with these two.  “Anyway, I have to go away for a little while.”  He wondered how long, but he did not ask.  “Don’t try anything stupid.”“I won’t.”  He was not going to try anything stupid.  He was going to try to find a way out of there.The night passed, and Valerie was still there.  He wondered if she was going to leave in the morning.  The hunger and the thirst!  He was afraid to eat or drink anything lest she drug him again,  but he was just as afraid not to get some sustenance because he knew he would need it for his trek when she did leave.  Finally, despite doing everything he could to resist it, Tony fell asleep.Chapter XXVIIITony could barely see.  Everything seemed to be in triple.  He did not know how long he was out.  ‘Is Valerie gone?’ his brain sluggishly questioned.  She must have managed to drug him while he was asleep.He heard something.  Or it could have been someone.  Maybe Valerie.  No, it was not her.  The voice was kind of muffled, but he could clearly tell it belonged to another woman.  A woman who was singing.  He listened harder.  There was a sound that was missing.  The downright invasion into to his ears of gushing, torrential rain or even background of drizzle or drops was absent.“Help,” he pleaded in a voice that was even barely audible to his ears.  Tony managed to slowly slither his roped body across the hardwood floor.  He halted and squinted, as his vision began to clear somewhat.  Under the remains of what probably used to serve as a couch appeared to be a whistle.  His eyes still could not focus well, however, and he feared that he could have been seeing things.  The object did not seem as if it was very far out of reach, but he could not use his hands to grasp it.  There was nothing else he could make out that he could use to get it either.  His momentary repulsion was beaten out by his desperation. Tony sidled up as close as he could get and stuck his tongue out.  The nasty, sticky floor he kept tasting.  He could not even see where he was aiming.  It seemed as if five minutes had passed but could only have been seconds.  No success!  He had to move fast or the lady would leave.  There it was!  He slid it out, managed to get it pursed between his lips, and blew as hard as his weak lungs would allow.The singing stopped.  He blew again.  “Is someone in there?”“Yes.”“I can’t hear you.  Are you all right?”“No.”  It took all of his breath to say those two words.  He prayed she would come in regardless.“Hi, Chala.”  Valerie.  All the air deflated out of his lungs.  Defeated.  “Do I have any mail today?”“Hi Valerie.  Yes, you do, but I wouldn’t go in there if I were you.”“Why not?”“I thought I heard someone,” she whispered but Tony’s ears perceived every word.“Oh, that’s just my cousin.”“Is she visiting?”‘ “She”?’  Tony’s voice had a lot of bass and she had taken him for a female.  Maybe it was not deep any longer. He had probably changed in more ways than he was aware.  He listened keenly.  There still had to be some way out of this death trap.“Yes.  She’s severely mentally retarded.”“Oh, Valerie, I’m sorry to hear that.”“Yes, so am I.  She’s thirty-eight, but my aunt and uncle still take care of her.  They never get to get away.  No one in the family will watch her.  I finally agreed to take care of her for a few days while they were gone.  You really can’t keep her alone for long, but I had to get some food.”“Oh, you are a saint.  You are so sweet.”“Mahalo Chala.”“You’re welcome, sweetie.  How long is she staying?”“She’s leaving today.  I wanted to tell you, I should be leaving to go back to the mainland in a few days too.”“Oh no.  Will you be coming back?”“Probably not.  My husband and I have reconciled.  That’s where I belong.”“Yes, it is, but I’ll miss you.”“I’ll miss you too.”  She was probably up there hugging that woman.  She had said her cousin was leaving.  Tony was sure she meant leaving this life for good.  She was planning on killing him and going to meet Terrence.  Tony did not know how but he was going to have to ruin her plan.  He had to get to Tashia somehow.  He had to know if she was all right.Valerie was coming down the steps.  He had already slithered back to where he had been previously...well, as close to there as he could get.  The room was too dark or his eyes just did not work well enough to know where that was.“Valerie, is that you?” he managed.“Yeah, it’s me.”“What day...?”  His lips moved but his voice was gone.“December 6.”  December?!  He had been there since the middle of September!  He could not believe she had been gone so much time and he had slept through so many opportunities to escape.  No.  No, that made no sense.  His body would not have survived months without at the very least some water.  He wondered if he was sensing just a little bit of the disorientation Tashia felt when so much of her life had vanished.  His focus was not on this very long, though, because all concentration had to be on how he was going to get out of there.“Tony, you really better be glad she didn’t come in here.  If I’d found her with you, I would’ve cracked her spinal column right in front of you.  She’d be dead now, and it would be your fault.”  He knew she was not kidding, and he knew she could do it.  Valerie was a pretty slight woman, but she was obviously well skilled in the martial arts, as his still slightly swollen right arm could attest.She bound him tighter, propped him in a seated position against a wall, and said not another word to him for hours.  Hours he spent wondering if she was going to ever leave.  Hours she passed silently in a chair guarding him, stiff as a statue.  It felt as if his breath were held all of this time.  He dared not look at her and despite his body begging him to do so, he dared not sleep.  He could not miss any chance to flee.  She had said she would be going back in a few days.  Tony just hoped that time would come and that his body would cooperate if it did.“Stephanie, he’s just different.  Are you saying you haven’t noticed anything?”  Tashia was sitting with her friend in the back on Stephanie’s deck.  The men had gone fishing, and Patrick and Patrice were at their grandparents.  At just over three months pregnant, this was the first day she did not feel utterly exhausted or sick in months.  She was still falling asleep at the drop of a hat, and most other hours of the day were spent with her head on and off in the toilet.  She had not even felt like throwing up today.“Like what?  I don’t talk to Tony that much anymore unless we’re all together.”“He’s so...He’s so nice.  I said that wrong.  Tony is nice, but he’s different now.”“Tashia, I don’t understand what you mean.”“Take this fishing for example.  Nuli has begged Tony to fish with him for years.  He just asks once this time, and he says yes.  Not only that, but he seems happy to oblige.  When I asked him about it, he said he decided to stop being such a scrooge.”Stephanie took that as a good thing.  “It’s not just that.  That wouldn’t be such a big deal by itself except Tony never does what he doesn’t want to just to oblige someone.”“Not even you?”“Me yes, but he’s been obliging me more than ever.” In answer to Stephanie’s request, she clarified, “You know how after all this time it still has been hard because he’s such a quiet person.”  Stephanie nodded.  “He has not gone into his shell once since he’s come back from Hawaii.  At first, we didn’t see each other because he was working so much.  When I complained about that, he started getting home by 4:00.”“Four?  What’s so surprising about that?  He came home even earlier than that to pick you up from work some days last school year.”“Yes.  I know, but I’m not working now.  Besides, he did that maybe only two or three times a week even when he thought I was in danger.  Now he makes sure he’s home by 4 nearly every afternoon.  Sometimes he doesn’t even leave for work until 8 or 8:30.  If I’m up, he’ll spend time talking to me.  He has made me breakfast, Stephanie and on more than one occasion.”  Her best friend’s mouth dropped open.  “He’s served it to me in bed and the food actually tasted good.”Stephanie looked thoughtful for a moment, but then she said, “Tashia, that is shocking on face value, but you’ve never been pregnant before.  You have been so sick, and he’s so excited about this baby.  He probably wants to do all he can to make you feel better.”“He doesn’t take his shower anymore when he first gets home.  If I’m awake, he comes in and talks to me about my day.  My day!  All I do is stay in the bed and get up to throw up.  He seems genuinely interested.  After a long hard day at work, he goes and gets me whatever I want.  If I want a back rub, he rubs my back!  Tony hates rubbing my back! If he would agree to do it, he would always ask, ‘Am I done yet?’.  Anticipating him saying that would make me tenser than before he started the massage.  He doesn’t do that anymore.  He even offers, and he rubs my back for a long time.”“Tashia, this all sounds great to me.  I don’t understand the problem.  Are you afraid this is all going to end when you have the baby?”“He talks a lot more than he used to, too.  Sometimes he would have a lot to say, but he was usually pretty quiet.  You know that.  Now he has plenty to say.  Sometimes I wonder if he’s trying to think of things so he’ll have something to talk about to me.”“What?”“I know that sounds bizarre.  What I mean is I know he doesn’t have a bunch of conversation starters running around in his head.  I can talk about nothing.  Tony talks when he has something to say.  Sometimes he’ll get real quiet and he looks like the wheels of his brain are turning.  Then he comes out with something that doesn’t even interest him.  It’s something I might have wanted to talk about before but didn’t because I knew I would get a one-word response from him.  He doesn’t actually say that much, but he gives me more opportunity to talk now.  He’ll bring something up and then, as I do, I let it reel.  I used to keep my mouth shut a lot because I knew he didn’t want to hear all of that.  Keep it concise.”“Didn’t you hate that?”“No!  I hate that I don’t know this man anymore.”  If Tashia had to tame her tongue some, that was all right.  Sure, she would have loved to not have had to make any changes when they got married, but that was unrealistic.  “Tony started listening to me more, and I started making myself easier to listen to.  Now, he listens with interest.  I don’t even think he’s faking.“And he always wants to have sex.  24-7.  Any time.  Any moment.  But he’s so patient with me.  It’s almost like when I couldn’t remember who he was, and he was dying inside.  I didn’t know it then, but I can tell it now.  If it’s been a day since...  I hear them coming.  We’ll talk later.”“So are you going to kill me today?”“No.”“Why not?”  It was three weeks later.  To his complete dismay, Valerie was still there.  Her hostility toward Tony when she first returned was outrageous.  She would taunt him with cups of water that she would snatch out of reach before anything hit his mouth only to offer a drop at a time from her fingertips then sometimes so much all at once that he would sputter out what his throat could not handle.  Her behavior was much the same during the sparse meals, if they could even be called meals.  Then she would glare at him with utmost disdain when food flew out of his overfull mouth the few times she would stuff everything in at once.This went on for what he surmised was about a week, then her attitude began to seem to change.  She actually spoke a word or even a sentence to him once in a while.  And she did not tease him but simply gave him a little bit of food and water.There was no change in the security, however, or at least not for the better.  When Valerie first returned, in addition to the original ropes, she secured him with others against an extension of a wall unit that was nailed into the floor.  Even though he did not see when she did it, she had to be slipping something into his food or water for him to still be so groggy much of the time.  However, by the third week, she was feeding him, and she fed him well.  She did not bathe him, but she would brush his teeth.  The conversation was sparse on her end and his.  Even if she had more to say, he barely had the strength to open his mouth for food let alone for a chat.Tony knew without a doubt that this was the most humbling experience of his life.  His life was completely in the hands of another, and she could end it at any moment.  In spite of this, Tony’s real worry was not as much for himself as it was for Tashia.It was one morning of the third week when he sensed that he should ask the question he had been avoiding.  Valerie had just helped him rinse out his mouth and now sat across from him on the plywood floor.  “Valerie,” he ventured as he looked directly in her eyes, “so are you going to kill me today?”The woman stared at him with lips parted and a fear in her eyes that he could not miss then slowly shook her head.  Still, he would not trust her.  He asked her why not.“Why not?  Because I can’t.  I can’t do this.”  Tony did not realize he was twisting his lips in doubt until she asked, “You don’t believe me, do you?”“Not really.”“I’m not running a scam on you.  I have no reason to do that.  I hate to admit it, but you’ve gotten to me.  I like you too much.  I can’t kill you.  I’m ashamed of myself for having feelings like that, but I do.”  Now Tony did not know what to think, and he was afraid to hope that it could be that she was sincere.  But he would hope.  Just like his sweet, impulsive wife would in a situation like this.  Maybe her lack of precaution had gotten her further along in life than his measured, dissecting approach.“What are you going to do with me?”  He had not meant his voice to come out challenging but she either did not notice or did not care.“I don’t know.  I don’t know what to do with Terrence either?”“What do you mean?”  Surely she could not have been thinking of killing him in order to give Tony back his own life.  The thought was fleeting and it was absurd.“Terrence is in love with your wife.”He stared at her in horror, but he wondered why he would be surprised.“Terrence is in love with your wife,” she repeated with a dejected, pitiful head nod.  When she spoke to him, she could tell.  “He acts like he can’t wait for me to get back so we can be together, but that’s not true.  I’ve known him for years.  I really know him.  He isn’t in love with me anymore.”  Her steady voice was filled with sad acceptance.  If this was not an act, Valerie was not exactly the woman Tony had thought she was.  He had really figured her for a psychopath or at least a sociopath.  There was a heart deep down in her that actually operated from time to time.  “Hey, I don’t even think he was ever in love with me, but I know he’s in love with her.“I was supposed to go back to the mainland to meet up with him the day after I came back and found you trying to talk to that mailwoman.  I planned to kill you, get rid of you, and then fly back.  He would have gotten rid of Tashia one way or the other by then.”“ ‘One way or the other’?” Tony asked with inner trepidation.“He would have killed her or told her he was divorcing her.  She was supposed to be out of the house.”“It didn’t work out that way?”“He said he needed a little more time.  Things weren’t going as planned.  They would have if he wanted them to.  I pushed him until he finally said I could come back today.”“You’re leaving today?” Tony had made sure to hide the surge of excitement he felt at this announcement.  Of course, she could be just messing with his head.  But he did not think so.“Yes, but she’s still around.  He said he wanted us to talk and figure out something together.”“Valerie, I know I’m crazy to suggest this, but let me go.”She shook her head adamantly.  “I can’t do that.”He knew she would not waver, so he requested, “Well, at least get a letter to Tashia.”“From you?”“Yes.  I’m too weak to write, so I’ll need you to write it.  You don’t even have to let me go.  It will be her call as far as what she does.”“I can’t mail her a letter.  What if Terrence sees it?”“I don’t want you to mail it to her.  You can get it in the house somehow.  Somewhere only she would look.  I know she might not believe it’s from me but write it anyway.”“She probably won’t.  Terrence studied you hard.  He has you down pat.”“If that’s the case, so be it.”“Are you going to give up on her that easily?”“Of course not.  I’m just saying, if you’re not going to let me go, at least let me get something to her.”Valerie did not say anything to him about it for the rest of the day.  He watched her pack and wondered what would become of him.  Fifteen minutes before her exit, however, she asked him what he wanted her to write.  Just before she left, she came over to him.  He thought she was going to tie the ropes tighter, as she did daily after them slacking just the tiniest bit during the prior 24 hours.  Instead, she loosened them a little and gave him a soft kiss on the side of his mouth.  “I might not make it back.”“You’ll be back.”“Maybe.  I’ll make sure she gets this.”  Valerie left, and he got the strongest feeling she was right.  He might never see her again.Chapter XXIX“Valerie, what are you doing here?”  She had come up behind Terrence as he drove into the driveway.“I couldn’t wait to see you.  I just couldn’t wait any longer.”“What were you thinking?  Tashia could have seen you.”“I thought you said she went to Bible Study on Thursday nights.”“Wednesday.  Come on.  You gotta get out of here.”“I’m not going without you, Terrence!”“Don’t use that name!”  He looked around anxiously but then quickly calmed his tone.  “Val, I promise you, I’ll meet you at your house.  You just gotta get out of here right now.  I don’t know when she’ll be back.”“I have to go to the bathroom.”“Oh. Val.”“I’m sorry.  I can’t wait.”He let her in the house.  “Okay.  Make it quick.”  He pointed the downstairs bathroom out to her and went into the kitchen.  She heard him rifling through what she imagined was mail then she ran upstairs.  Tony had already let her know the layout of the house, but it looked so enormous that she hoped she did not get lost.Got it.  She found Tashia’s bureau drawer and hurriedly slipped the letter between two of her nightgowns.“What are you doing?”She bolted around.  “I was just wondering when this will all be mine.”“Her clothes?”“No.  Her dresser.  Her lamp.  Her closet.  Her house.  Her husband.  When are you leaving her?” she demanded and stood right in front of him.“Val, I can’t do that right now.  We’d better leave.”She went over to the dresser, picked up one of Tashia’s gowns and said, “I bet she looks great in this get-up.”  She thought to and about herself, ‘How stupid.’  She casually put the negligee back and shut the drawer then walked back over to him.  “You’re not going to leave her, are you?”“You know I am.  Things are just complicated right now.”  He was talking quickly, and she was pretty sure his desire to rush her out of there wasn’t all about Tashia’s possible return.“So why did you want me to come?”He grabbed her to him and looked boldly into her eyes.  “I needed to see you honey.  I need you.”  “You don’t need me.  You just want me.”“That’s not true.”“You’re right. You want her.”“I don’t want her.”  The way the man could lies was something that alwaysthrilled her but each lie was a dagger to her heart now.  He was not glad to see her.  He wanted her out of the picture.  “Come on, Val.  You gotta leave.  I promise I’ll be right behind you.”“Kiss me first.”  He did, and for the first time she realized what she really wanted from him was what she could never have.  She just wanted his love, and he did not have it to give.  She felt as if she had lost him, but she now knew she had never had him.This woman, this ambitious woman with her mind set on getting all she could however she could no matter who she stepped on to get it had a heart.  And her heart was broken.  All she could do was leave and hope he followed.  Not because she wanted him to touch her ever again but because she feared what he might find if he stayed.Stephanie was driving Tashia back home.  “I’m sorry I have to cut this short, Steph.  I thought on that day I had lunch over at your house that it was smooth sailing for me with this pregnancy, but it doesn’t seem like I’ll ever feel good again.”“You will,” she encouraged.“I hope so.  I’ve missed church and Bible Study more often than not.  I have to keep canceling on everyone.  I...”  Tashia stared for several moments.  “That’s Tony.”  They had just turned the corner to her street.  “He’s not supposed to be home until tonight.”  She glanced at Stephanie’s car clock.  It was 5:30.  “Slow down a little bit.  I don’t want him to see me.”“What do you want me to do?”“Hang back.”  He was hurriedly getting into his car.  He turned it on, backed up, and sped away.  “Follow him!”“Tashia—”“Fol-low him!”She did.  They were soon on the Beltway.  They followed him onto 70 and then 29, Colesville Road, toward Washington.  He turned off of 29 in Silver Spring.  This trip was taking a little while, but there was no traffic.  Neither woman said a word.  He went into a tree-lined development with beautiful homes.  Soon he drove into someone’s driveway and got out of the car.  Tashia did not see another vehicle, but maybe there was one in the garage.“Pull around to the side,” she directed.“Where?”“Behind those bushes.”  Stephanie complied.  “Wait here for me.”  Tashia rushed out of the car.  She then tiptoed along the shrubbery until she got to a place where there was a small path leading to the side of the house.  Peering around the rose bushes, she could see him waiting impatiently for someone to answer the door.  When he turned his head away from her direction, she darted to the side of the house where there was a window.Tashia peered inside the window and anxiously waited to see who might come to the door.  It seemed like an eternity, but someone finally did.  It was Valerie!  She heard her apologizing to him, as she unlocked the door.As soon as she opened the door, he pushed her into the house, locked the door behind himself, and pulled her toward him.  Almost before another blink of Tashia’s eyes, they were practically tearing the clothes off of each other.  Shocked and sick, Tashia gawked then she whipped her head from the view.  She could not have seen what she thought she saw.  Afraid to look again but knowing she must make sure she had not been mistaken, she timidly turned her eyes toward that window again.  ‘Where are they?!’  Maybe she had been seeing things.  ‘No!!’  They were grabbing at each other hungrily and almost ferociously on the floor.Tashia bolted out of there to the car.“What’s wrong?!” Stephanie asked, panicked, when Tashia plopped into the seat, mouth hanging open with her chest heaving.Tashia could not speak.  All she could do was point her finger in the direction she wanted Stephanie to drive.  As she drove down the street, Tashia continued to gasp for air.  When they got out of the development, Stephanie stopped the car and demanded, “Tashia, what’s wrong?  Tell me what’s wrong!”  She was clutching at her throat, still starving for air.  “Are you choking?!  Are you sick?!”  She shook her head and pointed for her to keep driving.Stephanie started crying.  “Tashia, you’re scaring me.  Can you talk to me?”Her breaths coming out short, she was finally able to voice, “Steph.  Steph.  Steph.”“What?  What is it?”“I want—”  She kept trying to catch her breath.  “I can’t—”  She just could not get enough air to talk yet.  Stephanie seemed to realize this because she just held her hand firmly as she continued to drive.“Whatever it is, Tashia, you know I’m here to listen whenever you’re ready.”She did know that.  She had no doubt whatsoever.When Tashia heard him coming up the stairs, she flipped off the light switch, rushed out of the bathroom, and quickly climbed into bed.  Hopefully, he would think she was sleeping.  Her mind went to Stephanie.  ‘Poor Steph.’  She had to be so worried.  They had driven home in silence.  She had not told her what she had seen not to protect him but because the words just could not leave her lips.Her mind went back to him, as she felt him kissing the back of her neck and her shoulders.  ‘Oh, please go away.  Please go away.’  He shook her shoulder gently and called her name.  She could not pretend she was sleeping.  In her emotional fatigue, she slurred out a “yes”.He turned her onto her back and started unbuttoning her pajama top.  She put her hand softly on top of his.  It was so dark in there that she could not see his expression, but she definitely felt the tension in his hand when she touched it.  “I’m sorry.  I just can’t tonight.”“What’s wrong?”  She had hoped he would have just turned over in exasperation, but he instead started nibbling at her ear.“I’m feeling pretty sick.”He stopped nibbling.  She thought he might have been looking directly at her.  “Are you sure you’re not just trying to avoid me?” he asked with irritation in his voice.“Tony, how can you say that?”  She was so glad it was so dark in there because he would have surely been able to tell she was not being sincere otherwise.  How she hoped he really could not tell.“I’m sorry, Tashia.  I just really want to be with you tonight.”“I can’t, Tony.”  She turned her back to him.He let out a deep breath.  “Okay.  We’ll just be close.”  He took off her pajama top and held her with her back still to him.  Tashia thought she was going to die.  ‘Can he tell I’m practically not breathing?!’  She lay there like that for about 20 minutes until she heard his deep respiration.  ‘Thank You, Lord.’  He was finally asleep.She slipped out of bed, put on her top, and walked toward the bathroom.“Where are you going?”‘Man!’  “To the bathroom.  I’m not feeling that good.”  He sat up in bed.  “Don’t worry.  You go back to sleep.  I’ll be fine.”“Are you sure?”“Yes, I’m sure.”  He did not lie back down just then, but she went into the bathroom anyway.  She prayed he would just go back to sleep.She turned on the bathroom fan along with the light, so he wouldn’t be able to tell that she was not throwing up.  After locking the door behind her, Tashia opened her powder case and slid the paper out from under the puff.  She stepped up to the bathtub and sat on its side, as she blew the talc off of the letter, which she quickly opened.  She dusted it off and started reading from the beginning again.Dear Tashia,This is Tony.  I’m having Valerie write this to you because I can’t right now.  I miss you SO much!  Tashia, that man in our house is my twin brother, Terrence.  This probably makes no sense to you, and you’re probably wondering if this is some joke.  Believe me.  It isn’t.  He’s dangerous!  You have got to get out of there.  I’m still in Hawaii.  He tried to have me killed here.  He thinks I’m already dead, and he’s trying to take over my life.  No matter what he says, don’t believe him for a minute.  I’m sure he knows a lot about us, but I don’t think he could know this.  Do you remember what I said to you the first night we met?  I told you I had been waiting for you all of my life and was not going to let you go.  As many problems as we’ve had, I have always kept that promise.  I’m not letting you go.  I haven’t been able to get to you.  I feel so horrible because I haven’t been able to protect you from him, but somehow I will.  Don’t let on to him that you know.  Just get out of there!  If there is any way you can get to me, please do it.  I think I’m somewhere in Hana.  Take the first flight out you can get, and make sure he doesn’t find you.  Sweetheart, I don’t want to scare you, but you have to get away from him.  He is dangerous.  I love you so, so much, and I cannot wait to hold you in my arms again.  Please come quickly. Your husband, TonyShe flushed the toilet, wondering if she should have flushed the letter with it.  That way there would be no evidence.  ‘How am I going to get to him?!’ Tashia had suspected for some time that the man in the other room was not her husband.  That suspicion that she had disregarded as foolishness was completely confirmed that afternoon.7 a.m.  Tashia looked out the airplane window as the land beneath them became smaller and smaller and breathed a small sigh of relief.  She turned to her father-in-law.  “Where did you tell Mom you were going?”“I told her I was going on a business trip.”“To Hawaii?”“Like I said, I told her I was going on a business trip.”Tashia laughed slightly.  “I can’t see how you can get away with giving her that little bit of information when even a shopping trip gets a major interrogation from you.”He laughed.  “It’s a double standard, but it’s worked for us for over thirty years.  You know I couldn’t tell her where I was going this time.  Somehow the news would wind up on the front page.”  Tashia had to admit to herself that her mother-in-law had a way of getting things out that should remain private.  No one could find out they were making this trip.7:01 a.m.  “They were spotted at the airport.”“They who?”  Both Valerie and his father had been under surveillance.  Terrence was certain he could not mean her.  She had been such a good girl.  She was seen disposing of his brother’s body.  Before then, she had done everything she had been told.  Even now she was in Oahu making business transactions when needed and back in the D.C. area taking care of business otherwise, all the while keeping her mouth completely shut.  She had too much to lose by talking anyway.  He must be talking about his father, but who was with him?Della had announced Sergeant Major Oslo and Secretary of Defense Wiles.  As soon as she left, Oslo announced, “They were spotted at the airport.”  Now he answered, “Your father and your wife.”Terrence bolted out of his seat.  “What?!?”  He rapidly called the house.  No one answered.  Tashia was supposed to be sick.  “Let’s get out of here.  You can tell me as we go.”As he grabbed his things, Wiles said, “They were headed to San Francisco.  Our men don’t know where they were going from there.”“Well, we’ll just have to find out.”2 a.m.  Maui (7 a.m. Maryland).  Tony had been searching for any sight of a living being well throughout the day and night.  He had no idea what time it was or where he was going.  The rain had not stopped.  This beautiful tropical haven had turned into a prison for him.  He felt so free when he was able to throw off those ropes and make it out of that hut that had been home to him for much too long.  Now it seemed as if the prison was just larger.  There seemed to be no way out.  He discovered no road.  He did not even find the ocean.  All he encountered was gigantic fruit-bearing trees hovering over him while mud made a pool beneath him.  ‘God, help me!!’“Federal Bureau of Investigation ma’am.  Can you tell us if they were catching a connecting flight?”The woman nervously keyed in on the computer.  After a short while, she found the information.  “Uh, yes sir.  They were headed to San Francisco.  From there, they were getting a connecting flight into Honolulu and then into Maui.  I can print out the flight information with times of arrival and departure if you’d like.”“Thank you very much.”Tony hung onto a bamboo trunk.  His legs had given way under him.  The rain beat down on him.  He was thankful he was not cold, but somehow he could not stop shivering.  The dizziness in his head was overpowering.  He would rest for a little while, but he had to find his way home.  He just had to.2 p.m.  Kahului, Maui.  Tashia and her father-in-law were sitting in the van they rented from Alamo surveying their map.  “All right I see what he meant,” she said referring to the rental agent.  “If we follow 36, we’ll be on Hana Highway.”“Let’s hit it.”She could not help but laugh.  “ ‘Let’s hit it’?  Dad, you’re a trip.”  He seemed so serious most of the time, but then he would come out with something like that.The sun was warming Tony in a way he had never imagined being warmed.  His mud-soaked clothes were almost dry.  The shivering was gone.  His ears keyed into something.  It sounded like water!  Maybe a waterfall!  Tony remembered there being a road near all the waterfalls Tashia and he had seen on their tour of Hana.  Despite his recollection of the 75 miles of upwardly winding rugged road they had to overcome to get to this place, he eagerly went toward the sound.Tashia glanced at the speedometer.  He was only going 30 mph.  She turned around and saw that what had started out as two siren-blaring cars was now a horde of vehicles.  They were directing her father-in-law to pull over, which he did.  He looked at her, and she had never seen such fear on his face.Men in suits and uniforms were rushing toward the van brandishing weapons.  One rushed up on her side and pulled her out of the van.  Another was shouting at her father-in-law, “Slowly step out of the vehicle, and keep your hands where we can see them!”  The others arrived and descended upon them like vultures.They were slamming him against the van door and handcuffing him!  “Bryan Gerard, you are being charged with the murder of Princess Lenei Adillah Ikramullah, daughter of Pakistani Prime Minister Ikramullah and Charlotte Regal, wife of Deputy Secretary of Defense Regal.  You are being charged with treason against the United States government.  You have the right... ”  Tashia’s eyes swept through the crowd.  Regal and Wiles were in the background.“What are you doing?!  He didn’t do anything!”  She started to charge around to his side, but one officer held her by the arms.“It’s okay Tashia,” her father-in-law assured though his voice trembled.Wiles walked over to her, panting with flared nostrils, she had to resist the urge to spit in his face.  He whispered something in the ear of the man holding her, who in turn told her, “You’re free to go.”  Then he asked Wiles, “Are you sure we don’t want to keep her for questioning?”“No.  She knows nothing.  We’ve already checked her out thoroughly.  Let her go.” She did know plenty, but she saw her father-in-law’s eyes warning her not to say anything.  He did not have to worry even though she wished she had the evidence with her to prove the men they really wanted were in the midst of them.“Where are you taking him?”  No one answered.  Two men pushed him in a car with the inscription “FBI” on the side, and the others just started returning to their vehicles.  “Where are you taking him?!” she screamed.  “Where are you taking him?!”  They sped away, and she was left there alone in the middle of the highway not knowing if she should follow them or try to find her husband.  She chose the latter, not certain of how much longer he had.  Terrence was sure to be behind this.  If he knew Tony was alive, he could not find him before she did.  If he did, he was sure to kill him.Tony grabbed on to the driver’s door in an attempt to keep himself upright.  He had been waiting on the side of the road, praying that a limousine van would drive by.  He had started wondering if there was not going to be a tour today.  Or maybe they were not going to travel this road.  The place could not have been more desolate.“Aloha.  What are you doing around these parts?”  Tony turned to see a giant of a fellow with an eager smile.  He obviously did not think Tony was with a group, probably because of his haggard appearance.  This was not the limo van driver who had brought him, Tashia, and four other people up to Hana, but he looked just as friendly.  He did not even seem turned off by his offensive odor or lack of cleanliness.“Aloha.  Please.  I need help.”“How can I help?”Beep.  Beep.  “Tony!!”He looked around the van and saw an angel.  Tashia.  She was standing outside of another van and he knew he had never seen anything so beautiful in his life.  Although limping, he practically ran over to her and grabbed her into his arms almost all at once.  He kissed her deep, long, and passionately.  This was the sweetest taste in the world.  He stopped kissing her mouth, but he could not stop kissing all over her face, all the while grasping her delicate face in his hands.  In a single moment, all the energy he had lost returned.“Tony!  Tony!”  She clung onto him and they laughed and cried in each other’s arms.“My cousin should be down any minute.”  The limo driver had called his cousin, who lived in Hana, to lead them back to town.  He arrived in less than two minutes!  They rushed into the van with Tashia behind the wheel.  Tony had wanted to drive, but she said the last thing they needed was to be pulled over with the police finding his name was not on the rental agreement.  He agreed with her, realizing he did not even have a driver’s license.  He had nothing.The authorities were on their way back to the mainland with his father but not with Tashia.  Terrence wanted to know why they had gone to Maui in the first place.  He buzzed into Valerie’s office.  She was still not there.  ‘Where is she?!’  Oslo had said they seemed to be going toward Hana.  Why would they go there?  What did they know?  Did Tashia know her husband was buried there?  He had not told his father.  Valerie!  No.  She could not have done this.  But who else?  He knew Regal and Wiles did not want to bring Tashia in because she could implicate them, but why let her go free?  Did they have any idea what the implications would be for him if she found Tony?  Of course they did.  They were not worried about him.  Just like him, they were only worried about their own hides.  That was all right though.  He had a plan.  This would work out fine.Chapter XXXTony and Tashia were not going to be able to get a flight out until the next afternoon.  He kept having her call his parents’ home from the hotel, but there was no answer.  His father had already made reservations and paid in full for a room at the Ritz-Carlton, so they stayed there.Tashia helped Tony scrub off the deeply embedded dirt that had made its home in his pores.  She could nearly see his ribs, and she could definitely feel them as she washed his back.  He had lost so much weight.  After his bath, he took a shower.  He had said that he would have stayed in there forever except for his longing to be near her again.  She was sitting right in the bathroom while he took the shower, her heart bathing in his sweet, sweet words when he told her he wanted to sit next to her and just gaze at her.  “I just can’t believe I’m with you again, Tashia.  I’ve missed you so much that...”  His voice cut off and she held her breath.  “My heart would literally ache.  I now see how much I truly missed you and thank God for keeping my mind so focused on finding a way out of there that I could not be completely fixated on how much I longed to see you.”Tashia trembled at his words. When he peered at her from around the shower curtain and swiped the shampoo off his face that was about to go into his eye, she saw something in him that she had never witnessed until that day.  He swiftly ducked back behind the curtain.Her eyes welling up, she asked, “Tony, are you crying?”  “Sort of.”“Today was the first time I’d ever seen you cry.”He admitted that he had cried a lot while he was held hostage.  “I was never one for that, but you gotta shed a few tears at some things.  I’ve never felt so helpless in my life.  My wife was thousands upon thousands of miles away, and there was no way I could get to her to help her.  If that won’t bring a man to tears, I don’t know what will.”“I have never heard you talk this way,” she voiced in astonishment.Tony wrapped the towel around his waist then sat next to her while he held her hand.  His eyes were no longer moist but they were so much more beautiful than she remembered.  Much more than Terrence’s.  That made no sense.  The men were identical.  But the intense depth of emotion and the simple essence of who Tony was could not be replicated.“A lot has happened to me...inside of me,” he explained as he gently rubbed her hand.  She searched his eyes.  To hear his voice, just to be near him again!  Even though the man she had been living with could be super-kind, oftentimes more so than her real husband, something had been missing.  No.  Someone had been missing.  Tony was not there.  Something in her felt that and, although she did not have the keen awareness of the situation that he had, she had missed him, too.Tashia listened attentively as he continued.  “You know, I don’t want you to think that I haven’t heard you all of these years because I really have.”  He hugged his lips together and looked down as he shook his head slowly.  Her pulse started quickening in the wait for him to make himself clear.  She really had no idea where he was going with this but she literally bit her tongue, albeit gently, to keep from rushing him.“I’ve wasted so much time.  When I was in what you could say amounted to a cave, it all made sense to me.”‘What made sense?  What?!’“I remembered David saying that if Jesus did not raise from the dead, everything he believed was in vain.”  Tashia frowned then shook her head then frowned more.  The resurrection?  He was talking about the resurrection?  “He knew his belief was not in vain.  You knew yours was not either.  I just was not interested during those years.”  Yes, a little religious talk was good conversation, as was sports, politics, or a whole bunch of other topics.  Some of these things were important.  Christianity or Buddhism or whatever else was not.Breath held, Tashia’s focused on every word.  Now she did not want to interrupt.  “They were just ethereal things.”  He shook his head slightly.  “Maybe that isn’t exactly the right word.”  He thought for a moment.  “More, it was that they were things of group imaginations.”Tashia did manage to whisper in shaken voice, afraid to hope, “Do you still believe that?”He gazed deeply in her eyes with a soft smile on his lips.  “No, darling, I don’t.“It was one night when I was alone, so hungry that it was as if my whole digestive system hurt and so thirsty I could not speak if I wanted to.  But my mind was clearer than it had been in I don’t know how long.  I knew.”  He nodded assuredly.  “I knew just as surely as I know I’m sitting here with you that Jesus had lived a sinless life, that He had left His throne in heaven and humbled himself to take on the body of a man.  I wouldn’t stoop to willingly take on the body of a rat and He’s infinitely more superior to me than I am to a rodent.”  Tashia’s mind was singularly focused as her entire body trembled.He put his free hand on his chest momentarily.  “I deserve to be eternally separated from the Almighty Holy God I’ve spat at with my sin, with my vile thoughts, and no amount of church attendance or doing so-called good deeds ‘just in case He’s really there’,” he expressed with semblance of quotation marks, “none of that will buy me any insurance.  ‘For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus’.”  The tears fell freely now from Tashia’s eyes and he wiped them as they fell.  He had been listening.“If I’ve sinned even once, Tashia, and I’ve sinned countless times, what I thought of as my good works won’t save me.  You said that our good works are filthy rags in the eyes of God.  I got it.  I get it!  Now my faith is not in vain.  I believe because of the fact—not some wishful thinking—that He died to pay the penalty for my sins and that He, as God, even raised Himself from the dead so that I, like you, don’t have to pay.  So I...”  Tony’s bottom lip quivered then he swallowed hard as he looked at her with intense genuineness.“All these years, it wasn’t that I didn’t buy what you were saying.  I just didn’t care.  It’s like...it’s like if you had told me that there is evidence that 9 out 10 chutes made by a company failed so I’d better not use that parachute when I jumped out of some plane...” He grinned and she smiled through her tears.  That was one sport Tony never would be caught participating in, but she understood he was just giving an example.  “Well, if I was gung-ho on jumping and those were the only parachutes available, I wouldn’t have time for the evidence.  That was how I was acting with my soul, Tashia.  My eternal soul.  I’ll take all type of precautions but with that I could ignore that 10 out of 10 people die and I would just take my chances when my time came someday far in the future.  Or I’d deal with it before then as if I could predict the day.  That’s insane,” he remarked incredulously with his face scrunched in wonder.“That’s how I know that it’s spiritual.  It was not a matter of evidence.  Until I was stuck up in that dungeon, I could have cared less about evidence.  It was when I was staring right in the face of death all that time I was trapped in that place, even though each moment we’re possibly one step away from it.  He broke me.”  He placed his hands on the sides of her face.  “He broke me and I knew without one doubt that I had been passively resisting Him which was really active when it came down to it.  I knew that He had been using you, Stephanie, Nuli, our family, and so many other people to get to me.  But it was finally when I had no choice but to look at who I really was –not the nice guy I always thought I was but the sinner that I am just like each man is a sinner—and see who He was...the awesome...holy...unfathomably loving God that I...”  His face began to tremble and Tashia could no longer hold in her sobs.  “I crumbled.”  He did not pray that night.  He just cried and cried.  “It was then that I knew that He had forgiven me and that I was His.  That I would be with Him forever because of what He had done on that cross and because He had overcome death.”Tony took in and then let out a very shaken deep breath.  He went to hold Tashia but she just wanted to look at him.  With her hands cupped under his jaw and his still on the sides of her face, they remained that way, eyes glassy with tears, as they gazed at each other for many minutes with no need for words.That evening, after the most scrumptious breakfast at dinnertime room service meal Tony had tasted in perhaps his whole life—or maybe it just seemed that way after the cardboard he had been given—they sat close together on the same side of the table and he asked the question that had been pressing on him those last months.“Tashia, did you think that man was me?”The nervousness in the clearing of her throat could not go unmissed.  “Well, kind of.  I mean, h-he acted kind of different...well, he wasn’t you exactly.  What I mean is...”  She took a deep breath and he assured her that she did not have to be scared with him.  “He was really, really nice to me.  I don’t mean that you’re not nice, but he was especially nice.  It was as if you realized, I mean he realized how short life is.  But something just did not feel right.” He shifted in his chair to get a clearer view of her expression which was troubled and puzzled all at once.  “There were just a lot of little things.  He did know a lot though.  Things he would have no way of knowing unless he was you.  I still don’t understand how he knew those things.”Tony did. “Really?” she gasped.  “How?”“He was one of the thugs who beat up on me that night.  He planted those bugs.”“He was?  But we found them.  Besides, we thought...or at least I thought the surveillance company said they came with the house.  And these were things from way before that time and way after that time.”“There was at least one more than we found.  In addition to the one we left in the foyer.  He’s probably removed it since he’s been living there, but it was definitely there before then.  When they were looking around the place, he managed to get your extra copy of the house keys without me noticing just like he was able to plant the bugs.”  For a while, only the other one was walking around with Tony.  Terrence could have been doing anything in that house when he was not looking.  “He came in some time later, copied everything out of your journals, and replaced the key.”  The journal was just an extra touch to know their history, get into Tashia’s mind, see how he could get to her heart.“How do you know all of this?  Valerie?”“Yes.  She told me.  She was the one who drove their ‘get-away’ car.”  He wondered where she was right now.“She was?” she asked with surprise.  He nodded.  “Wow.”  After a little while she asked, “Do you know one thing that really got to me?”“What?”  He looked at her and smiled.  “Your eyes are so pretty.”  She blushed and grinned.  It amazed him how she could sometimes still be so bashful yet she knew him better than anyone.  Tony shook his head. “I’m sorry.  What got to you?”“He was working with Valerie, and he didn’t even tell me.  It was so hard for me to imagine you would do that.”“What do you mean he was working with her?  I don’t get it.”  She explained what happened when she went to visit him at his new place of business.  “You have got to be kidding.  They’ve opened an office?  Why...?  Are you saying that didn’t convince you that he was not me?”“I hate to say it, but yes.  He had a very convincing story.”Tony paused and frowned. “Tashia, I don’t want to ask you this, but—?”She interrupted quickly, “I knew for sure it wasn’t you yesterday.”“Was this after you found the letter?”  She said it was before she saw it.  Tony thought it was clearly an act of God that she found it as quickly as she did.  Tashia looked at him for several moments with such peace and joy across her visage that he had to ask her what had gotten to her.  She explained that it was so good hearing him give authentic credit to God and not just using an expression.  He nodded pensively.  He had not even realized he had just done that but all he could feel was gratitude to his Savior for getting him to the place where he now was.  When Tashia relayed to him the whole horrible story about Terrence and Valerie, however, a sudden pity settled into his chest, something he knew would not be appreciated if the person who caused it were aware.  He just couldn’t help but feel it.  “Poor Valerie.”“ ‘Poor Valerie’?”“Despite all she did holding me up there for all those months and basically spending the last five years with him trying to destroy all of our lives, she did it for one reason.  She loves him.  It wasn’t for money or revenge.  It was out of love.  Definitely misguided, yes, but she just wanted to be with him.”  Sure, she was ambitious.  Yes, she wanted to live the plush life, but she wanted to live it with the man she loved.  “I don’t know her very well, but I just think she didn’t want to be with him like that yesterday.  She did it to protect us.  She did it to make things seem as normal as possible to him.  She risked her life to get that letter to you.  In spite of everything, I will be forever grateful to her for that.”“When you put it that way, I guess I should be too.”“But what must you have been thinking when you saw who you thought was me doing something so vile?”“I was sick, but not because I thought it was you.  It was because I knew it wasn’t.”  She had thought that someone had gotten plastic surgery so he would look like Tony.  Tony chuckled but then admitted that with as strange as things had been, that was not out of the realm of possibility.  “I knew that I had been living in that house with a stranger for all of that time.  Where were you?  I kept thinking, ‘Where is he?’  What if you were dead?  What had he done to you?”He slid out of the chair then crouched down in front of her and held her delicate hands in his.  His knees cracked with his move, something they had never done until that very day when he was able to slide off the ropes that had left what seemed to be permanent marks on his body and maybe within as well.  “How did you know it wasn’t me?”“Tony, I know you would never do anything like that to me.  What’s more, I know if you had betrayed me like that, you wouldn’t have acted like that man did last night.  He showed no remorse.  You are not a liar.  You would have told me.”“Will you tell me something?”Her eyes quickly went askance, and a knot immediately plopped into his chest.  Despite that, he had to know what had happened between her and Terrence and what she was hiding.  “I have to tell you something,” Tashia stressed.  She stood and he watched her press her dress tightly against her stomach.  It was as if all the blood had drained out of his body in response to one move from her.  Grasping on to the table, he made it up into standing, wobbly-kneed.He stared down at her stomach and finally looked at her.  “Is it...?”  She nodded her head nervously, and he slumped in his chair.She quickly bent down next to him.  “Tony, this is our baby.”He searched her face, not sure she just said what he thought she said.  “Ours?  Not Terrence’s and yours?”“Yes.  I mean no.  I mean this baby is yours and mine.”“Are you sure?”“Yes.”  She nodded her head adamantly.“Positive?”“I’m sure!  Terrence has nothing to do with this baby.”He placed his hand softly on her belly.  Tony did not know what was happening to him.  His bottom lip starting to quiver, soft sobs slipped through his lips and suddenly were followed by an eruption of bellows.  His whole body was quaking so much that it nearly scared him.  Tashia hugged him tightly, and, never so overcome with emotion in his life, he clung onto her.  She asked him if he was happy, and all he could do was nod.  He had never been happier.They were lying in bed with their arms around each other.  It was just after midnight and they would be leaving Maui later that day.  Tashia felt so safe with him, as if nothing could touch her.  Tony kept rubbing her stomach.  He kissed her lips softly and then looked into her eyes.  “Tashia, I hate to ask you this, but I have to know.”Her eyes shifted downward, but she got up the nerve to question, “What is it?”“Please look at me sweetheart.”  She did but was unable to avoid biting her bottom lip.  “It’s okay.”  She let go of the grip her teeth had on her lip.  “I love you with all of my heart, Tashia.  Nothing can ever change that.  I just have to know.”  Her eyes filled up, and she felt as if her heart were going to burst.  If only she could disappear.  If only she did not have to tell him.  His perpetually steady, calm voice was shaking.  “Did you sleep with him?”The question sounded so accusatory.  She knew he did not mean it that way, and it was not because of the tone.  It was simply because it was asked.  He was so close to her.  It felt as if his eyes were piercing into her soul.  How was she going to get the words out to answer him?  She took a deep breath and let them out speedily on exhalation.  “Tony, I’m so sorry.  We lived together as husband and wife”—his jaw clenched and his face trembled uncontrollably—“and I’m so sorry.  I’m sorry.”“It’s okay, Tashia.”“I never meant for him to touch me.”  He let go of her and sat on the side of the bed with his back to her.  “T—”“Tashia, I’m sorry.  I thought I could handle this better, but I just don’t know how.”She kneeled behind him and gently tried to guide his shoulder to turn him around toward her.  He would not turn.  “Please look at me.  Please.”  He finally did.  “Tony, I did not sleep with him.”  At first he looked as if he were surprised but not relieved.  Then a frown started forming, which became more and more deeply impressed in his brow.“What do you mean?  I don’t understand.”“I was so sick.  I kept praying to God to take away my sickness, but He wouldn’t.  I think it was to keep me from doing something so horrible.”“It wouldn’t have been your fault.”“I know, but...I just couldn’t have taken that.  You’re the only man I’ve ever been with, and I don’t know what it would have done to me to find out I shared something so precious with someone else.”“So, why are you sorry?”“Because he touched me.  I kissed him.  I kissed him.”“It was just a kiss.”  He had looked down when he voiced that.  He still was not looking at her.  Tony did not mean what he had said.“A kiss is very intimate.”She could barely take viewing the sadness in his eyes.  “Yes, it is,” he whispered.  “An-and I kissed him a lot of the times.  I mean I’m the one who initiated it.  I thought he was you.  Please understand.”  He said he did. “But you sound so...so sad.”“I am, but it’s not your fault.”“Oh, Tony, I never kissed anyone other than you.  I never wanted anyone else to...”  He was failing miserably at keeping his face from quavering.“I know.”  She had not wanted anyone else to touch her lips.  She had to tell him the rest, but she knew she was wounding him so deeply.  “Did-did he ever look on you?”Tashia dropped her head in shame.  “Yes,” her voice came out in barely a whisper.  She looked up at him, and the pain reflected in his eyes made it certain that he had heard her.  “Did he touch you when you were that way?”“Sometimes.”“Did you touch him?”“No.”  She shook her head absolutely.  “I would feel so guilty because I felt as if I were denying you, but I was so sick.  I was not in the mood.  I was never in the mood.”He smiled.  A soft, slight but so welcome smile.  “That’s very good news.  I’m sorry you were sick.  That’s not what I mean.”“I know it isn’t.”“You look tired.”“I am in one sense, but in another I feel so alive being with you again.”Tony told her he felt the same way then invited her to lie down with him.  He helped her and slipped in under the thin sheet next to her.  He pressed his lips next to her ear.  “Tashia, will you get sick if I touch you right now?”  Her heart started racing.  He tenderly but firmly held the side of her face.  When he kissed her forehead, she slowly closed her eyes.  “Are you sure?”  She had not made a sound, but he must have known her answer.  Their lips were barely touching.Breathlessly, she responded, “I didn’t get sick earlier.  Not either time.”“Maybe you will this time.”“No, I won’t.  It wouldn’t matter how many times you asked.”  She looked into those beautiful onyx eyes and a rush of warmth swept through her.  “Would you do me a favor?”“Yes.  I’ll do anything for you.”“Don’t ask any more questions.”  She kissed him softly on the lips.  “And don’t say another word.”Chapter XXXISomeone finally answered at his parents’ home around 8 a.m., which was 1 p.m. in Maryland.  It was Greta, who had been their housekeeper ever since Tony and Terrence were small.  The first thing she asked was had he found out anything about his wife.  He said no, not knowing what she meant.  Soon, however, he realized she thought he was the “Tony” in Maryland.  She spoke to him as if he already knew what she was talking about, and, having the feeling that he should not, he did not let on that he didn’t.  From what he could gather, his father had been taken into custody.  He was being charged with murder and treason, which he already knew from Tashia.  His mother had been with the lawyers throughout the day and night.  She kept calling to check in, but she had not come home yet.  There was going to be a hearing on Monday at 9 a.m.  He thought to himself that would work out well.  He and Tashia should be home by nine Sunday morning.  He really wished he could speak to his father.Tony had not slept well at all, and, therefore, neither did Tashia.  He kept tossing and turning because he could not get his father off of his mind.  When he finally did get to sleep, he was awakened by his own uncontrollable coughing.  Tashia was startled out of her sleep by his volatile shivering.  He would not concede to going to the hospital.  He said he did not want them to try to keep him when they had to catch a flight out later that day.  Tashia knew he would not admit even to himself the real reason for his hesitancy, and she as much as told him so.  He could always leave whenever he chose.  He was just fearful of doctors.  He finally promised her that he would go in the morning if he did not feel much better.  Although his low-grade fever was still hanging on, he did feel better, so she decided not to push him.  Tashia prayed he would be all right during the flight because the air was no place to get sick especially when the time up there was going to be so lengthy.  Her prayers were answered because he did little more than sleep.  She did little more than watch him sleep so she’d be assured he was fine.“Turn around!”  There had been no one at the gate.  As soon as the cab driver veered off to the right toward their home, Tony and Tashia saw the flashing lights.  Their driveway was outlined with police cars.  Neither had a clear idea of what was going on, but they were both certain this was not the place for them to be right now.They went to Stephanie’s mother’s house.  She was usually at church at that time of morning on a Sunday, but she had been sitting by the phone waiting to hear from her daughter.  Tony and Tashia sat at her kitchen table allowing the food she had prepared for them to get cold as they listened to her relay what had been happening.She looked squarely at Tony.  “The police questioned Stephanie and Nuli about you.  From what Stephanie said, they’ve been questioning all of your friends.”“Why?” Tony asked.“They wouldn’t say, but Stephanie talked to your mother.  The man you’re saying is your brother, Terrence, is claiming to be you.  He says you, who he’s calling Terrence, have kidnapped his wife.”“What?!”  Tashia jumped to her feet.  “Kidnapped?  No one has kidnapped me.  He’s a liar!”Stephanie’s mom looked shaken and Tony instructed Tashia to calm down.“I’m sorry, Mrs. Carroll.  I just can’t believe he’s doing this.”  Although she kept it on her person from the morning of the trip to the present, there must have been a moment when Terrence had found Tony’s letter to her.  How stupid she was for not flushing it!“It’s okay,” Mrs. Carroll pardoned, “but if you don’t believe that, you’re really going to have trouble with the rest.”  She looked at Tashia cautiously and asked if she wanted her to tell her.  Tashia placed her hands on the table to steady herself, sat down slowly, and nodded her head.Terrence who was supposed to be Tony was claiming that when he was in Hawaii, the brother he thought died years before had threatened his life.  “When he got home from work on Friday, you had disappeared.”“I was with their father.  About a million cops and FBI agents saw that.  They know I wasn’t kidnapped unless he’s saying I was later.”  Tashia looked at her in angst then recalled that Mrs. Carroll was not the one she had to convince.“No, he’s not saying that.  And they’re all acting like they never saw you.”“Oh come on!”  She heard Tony’s chortle of disbelief.  “But my father-in-law knows.”“You’re father-in-law is also a prisoner right now.  No one is going to believe him.”  Tashia covered her mouth and looked at Tony helplessly.  He just grasped her hand and shook his head.  He had no more answers than she did.  “I’m so sorry about all of this,” Mrs. Carroll offered.  “He said he found a note.  The note was supposed to be from Terrence, who had written that he was taking you away from him so he would never see you again.  He wrote about how Tony had everything.  Stephanie told me she saw the letter.  He called her to tell her you were missing, and she rushed over there.  The police would not let her handle it, but then he said it was all right that they let her read it.  She said the handwriting looked just like yours.  From what she told me, that letter was filled with so much hate.  Everything had been taken from him, and the one thing he could do was take what was most important to Tony.”That big vein was popping out on his forehead.  “It’s okay, Tony.  All I have to do is show everyone that I’m fine and tell them you’re the real Tony.”“You can show them you’re okay, but he’s Tony.”“What are you talking about?”“He’s the one with my driver’s license.  He’s the one with our money, our car insurance.”  He pounded the table and started pacing back and forth until he finally crashed back down in his seat.  Now he shouted.  “He’s the one with my identity!  I have no proof!”“I’ll tell them, Tony.  Please don’t.  You’re scaring me.”  She had rarely heard him raise his voice.  “I’ll tell them who you are.  I’m your wife.  They have to believe me.”He breathed out in obvious exasperation.  “Tashia, sweetheart, don’t be naïve.”“That’s not fair.  You don’t have to hurt me.  We’re in this together.”“I’m sorry.  I’m not trying to hurt you.  I’m just trying to get you to see how things really are.”  He held her hand, and she grasped onto his tightly.  He apologized again, and then looking back at Stephanie’s mother, he asked, “Mrs. Carroll, is there more?”“There is a lot more.”“Oh boy.”“Yep.  Terrence is also wanted for murder.”“Murder?  The real Terrence.”“No.  You.”“Of whom?”“Nathan Langley.”“Nathan Langley isn’t dead.”“Yes, he is.”“What?!  When did he die?”  He looked at Tashia as if she might know, but she had no idea.“The authorities think this past Wednesday night.  They found him yesterday morning stabbed to death in his tub.”Tashia grasped her stomach.  “Oh, dear Lord.”  Nausea suddenly raged through her body.  “Why?”“Stephanie thinks maybe he was going to talk.  Maybe he was going to tell the truth.  Why he would, I don’t know.”“I don’t understand.  He’s the one who threatened me in the schoolyard.”Mrs. Carroll looked at her questioningly.  Tashia explained.  She also told her what happened that evening she was practically run off the road.  “Oh, yes.  Stephanie told me about that.  I don’t know who murdered him or why.  All I know is they’re saying he was going to meet with someone to tell him the truth about what happened with that princess.”“He was going to tell him that Secretary of Defense Wiles killed her?”“Tashia, let her finish.”“I’m sorry.”“He was going to tell him that your father-in-law killed her.”“That’s a lie.”“Tashia!”  She let her leg shake under the table as her only way to let out her pent-up energy and not respond to everything her friend’s mom was saying.  Tony’s impatience with her was clear.“I don’t believe that he did.  That’s what they’re claiming though.”  Tony wanted to know who this “they” were.  “Some of it I’ve picked up from the local media.”  Much of the rest came from what the impostor had fed Stephanie.“The story goes your father-in-law murdered her because of a lover’s squabble.  A very large squabble.  He’s been trading secrets with the Pakistani government for years and has been nicely reimbursed.  About 11 or 12 years ago, he was supposed to have given them information regarding a Bradley Burroughs.”  Tashia held her breath.  “This man, your father, was supposed to have killed the princess.  Your father-in-law was supposed to have discovered that he had when some photographs were brought to his attention.  At that point, he told someone in their government about this and Bradley Burroughs was killed.  The thing was, even though he’d allegedly said he first found out when he saw the pictures, he was actually supposed to have just been making him the fall guy for what he had actually done.”Dead silence fell upon Tashia as she listened to the rest of the tale.  Tony had not moved a muscle.  “Your father-in-law and Tony met one day.  He admitted to Tony that Terrence had been in touch with him.  This was some time before the Hawaii trip.  He, that is Tony, did not want to tell you, Tashia, because he did not want you to worry.  You had enough to deal with having your memory loss and all.”“Oh my goodness,” she uttered.  “He’s crazy.”The man who everyone now knew as Tony Gerard had explained how completely insanely angry Terrence had been with his father at first for sending him away to the institution.  He found out about him murdering the princess and was going to use that against him.  Things changed, however, when Bryan offered his son, Terrence, a ton of money to keep his mouth shut.  Things got complicated when Langley started saying he would talk.  Someone had leaked out some information about Bradley Burroughs, Bryan Gerard, and the other men involved.  Mrs. Carroll imagined it was the FBI who said they would be lenient on Langley if he came forth with the truth.  “There were probably other men involved, but no one would confess except Langley.”  His compensation would be death ordered by his old professor, Bryan Gerard.  “He asked Terrence to do it and said he would really know he was his son, if he did.  He did out of some misplaced loyalty.”Tashia wanted to know how the man ‘Tony’ would have known all of this.“His father told him when he visited him in jail the other night.  He wasn’t going to admit the truth to anyone else, but he said he had to come clean with him.  Tony didn’t want to turn on his father, but he couldn’t let something like this go on.  Here he was all this time believing someone else had killed the princess and now his father was admitting that he did.  He had been lying to both of you before.”  Tashia looked at her husband, who had been holding his head in his hands for the last several minutes.  He just stared at the table, but she knew he was listening.  If she only knew what was going on in his mind and what he was feeling.  If she could only help him.“Now your father was saying to Terrence that if he turned on him, he would play this card.  He had killed Langley out of wanting to please him, although he would claim he had never asked him to do it.” Terrence lost it.  Sometime on Friday apparently he took Tashia.  Nothing in the letter indicated any reason other than his desire for revenge for all the good Tony had received all his life.  That was probably part of it, but it was probably to even the stakes a little bit.  He had to disappear, and he was taking some insurance with him.  “That’s all I have.”Tashia gaped at her with her head cocked to the side.  This was a nightmare.  An absolute nightmare.  Her gaze slowly shifted to her husband.  Tony had not lifted his head once.  After about a half a minute, still not changing position in the slightest, he spoke.  “Tashia, you have to get to a safe place.  Maybe you can go to your family in Bainbridge.  I have to think about it.  I’ve got to get out of here.  I have to get that tape of Wiles and Princess Lenei from Charles’ friend somehow, but I can’t stay in town.  I have to help my dad, but I’m no good without some proof.  They’ll just take me in, and we’ll be two jailbirds.”“Tony.”  He did not look at her.  She snatched his hand down abruptly, and he looked at her astonished.  “Tony, you have completely lost your mind.  You’re right.  Staying here is not a good idea, but I’m not leaving you.”“T—”“Hush.”“You’re pregnant.”“Oh!”  Stephanie’s mother immediately became silent, as if she realized this was not the best time to show her joy.“I know that.”“I don’t know where I’ll go.  We don’t have any money.  I can’t have you and our baby traipsing all over the country.”“I’ll cash in the traveler’s checks from the trip.  That’s about $1,000 right there.  We’ll get more money from the bank.”Tony let out a laugh of incredulity. “We can’t do that.  I have no access to any bank or any of our money.  Terrence does.  If you try to get money and he finds out you’re back in town, who knows what he’ll do to you.  Like I said, we’ll get you some place safe,” he stated as if the case was closed.“You don’t get it do you?”  He asked her what it was he did not get.  “We’re a team.”Tony sighed out in exasperation then took a couple of deep breaths.  With evident forced calmness he told her, “I’m not putting your life and our baby’s life in danger.”“Tony, you put your life in danger with everything going on with me.  You had no guarantee that I would commit myself to you again, and you risked it all anyway.”“This is not about keeping things even.”“I never said it was.  My point is I am your wife.  We don’t handle things separately.  I love our baby.  I don’t want anything to happen to this little baby.  The thing is I can’t be sitting someplace not knowing if you’re okay or not.  Not knowing if you’re alive or dead.  I think we’ll all be much safer together than apart.”  He shook his head slightly, but, his eyes focused on the possibilities, he was no longer looking at her.  “Where will you put me?  How do you know someone won’t find me?  Wouldn’t we be safer with you?”“Maybe,” he mumbled.“There’s no maybe about it.”  Tony rubbed his bearded chin.Mrs. Carroll, who had been sitting there quietly just listening to them, asked if she could make a suggestion.  They welcomed any ideas.Even with the heaviness in her mind and the fatigue in her body, Tashia’s heart smiled when she heard Tony remark that her suggestion was the best.  They did pray, but the only conclusion they came to was to wait for Stephanie’s call and see if she could get in touch with Charles.  Charles.  Actually, it was a very good conclusion.  Tashia felt that if any person could help, it would be him.Charles and Abernathy had already been in touch before Stephanie reached out to him.  When the former detective got ear of the lies the fake Tony was spreading, he immediately went to his FBI friend.  With Stephanie’s contact, Charles was in touch with Abernathy again and arranged for meeting at a restaurant in Adams Morgan.When Tony drove the late Mr. Carroll’s refurbished ‘74 Datsun, Tashia’s heart would not stop pounding against her ribs.  The trip seemed as if it would never end, but now here they were sitting at a booth in the back of a restaurant across from Abernathy and two other agents.  Tony asked if they could be trusted, and he said they could.“Mrs. Gerard,” Abernathy, the one who was seated closest to her, invited, “if this man is holding you against your will, you can tell us.  We will protect you.”‘What is he saying?’  “No.  It’s nothing like that.  This is Tony.  The other man is a fraud.”  He inquired how she would know that. “Because I know my husband,” she insisted.“You apparently thought the man you were living with for the last several months was your husband too,” another agent pointed out.  “How do you know which one is which?”He was twisting things.  There had to be a way she could make him understand that she knew what she was talking about.  Tashia felt the perspiration accumulating on her forehead.  Tony grabbed her hand, and she noticed Agent Abernathy take mental note of the move.  He just wanted to protect her.  There was no coercion behind his touch.  Tony interjected.  “There is one distinguishing feature between my brother and me.”“What is that?”“I have a birthmark on my left ankle.  It’s kind of boat shaped, and my pigmentation is lighter there.”As he was about to show them, Abernathy responded, “We know.  Your mother told us about that.  We’ve already seen it on your brother.”“You’ve what?”“We’ve—”  “I don’t get it.  He must have had it surgically put there.”“Or you did.”“No.  I didn’t.”The agent who had not spoken yet, insisted that they were going to need to take Tony’s fingerprints.  Tashia noticed a slight frown come to Abernathy’s brow that he rapidly covered.“Fine.  Take my fingerprints.  Take my footprints for all I care.  I am the real Tony.”‘What is going on?!’  It was not supposed to work out this way.  Tashia watched helplessly as the giant Thomas took her husband’s fingerprints.  The other two just observed with no discernible expression on their faces.  Tashia didn’t understand what these men were doing.  They were supposed to help them.  Abernathy had seen the letter from Higgins.  He heard the tape.  He could not believe Terrence’s lies.After Thomas finished, he told Tony they were going to need to take him in for questioning.Tony stood and said, “You can question me right here.”The big man stood up also and put his hand firmly on Tony’s shoulder then cautioned, “I’m afraid that won’t be sufficient.”All of a sudden, Tony grabbed a fork and stabbed the large man’s other hand that had balled in a fist on the table.  He grabbed Tashia, and they barely escaped several grasps as they charged out the door of the restaurant.  Tashia had no idea what he was doing or why he was doing it.  They were racing down the street with gunshots being fired at them.  He pushed her in the car and practically jumped in on top of her as she climbed over to the passenger seat.  Her heart was pounding 10,000 miles a minute as he raced down the streets just as fast with the FBI chasing after them.She started screaming at him.  “Tony, are you crazy?  We’re gonna get killed!  Why did you do that?  Why did you do that?”“Tashia, stop it!”“Stop the car!” she cried.  “Stop it!  We’re gonna be killed!  They’re gonna kill us!”“Tashia—!”“We’re dead!  Why did you—”He covered her mouth with his right hand as he continued to race down the streets.  All the while, sirens were blaring behind them.  “Call Charles!”  She was so shocked by his response to her that all she could do was comply.  Her fingers moved so rapidly she wasn’t sure if she was getting the right number.  As soon as he heard his voice, he grabbed the cell phone from her.  “Steer!”“No, no!”  She knew she might have them crash.  “I said steer!”  She did.He told him what happened in about two sentences.  He kept saying, “Uhhuh,” to Charles’ response then finally told her to get the directions from him.  She found some paper in the glove compartment and managed to scribble down directions to she did not know what.Tony finally lost them.  They wound up in West Virginia as Charles had directed.  Tashia’s hands were still shaking.  Charles’ brother-in-law on his sister’s side was an ex-convict.  He had opened an automotive repair shop in West Virginia with his straight-laced brother.  He was going to help them more than they would ever imagine.He looked just like the stereotypical convict.  Greasy.  Tall, thick, muscular.  He towered over them.  He looked like he could crush them with one hand and not much effort.  There was a cobra tattooed on each boulder; that is, each shoulder.  His name was Sniper.  His brother was a thin version of him.  His name was Pete.  They both wore coveralls, but they could not seem any more different.The thing was Sniper was actually very accommodating to them.  He was very charming.  He asked them to stay in the back room while he and his brother took care of their car.  They had no choice but to trust them.  The room was actually a small makeshift office with no windows.  They sat in there for about two hours not knowing what they would see on the other end of the door.“Tashia, I am really sorry for yelling at you like that.  It’s just that—”“I know I shouldn’t have reacted like I did.”“You’ve got to trust me.  I’m not going to do anything to put your life in danger.”“I know.  I was just scared.”“You were more than scared.  You thought I’d lost my mind.”  She hated to admit it to him, but he was right.  “Trust me.  You have to trust me.  I think things are going to get increasingly complicated, and we’re not going to get anywhere if we’re not in this together.”“I’m with you.  I won’t do anything like that again.”“Okay.”  He started coughing.  She got him a cup of water from the cooler, but it did not help much.  It took a good few minutes before he was able to stop.“Tony, you are still really sick.”“There’s not much we can do about that now.  Man!”“What?”“I did not want you involved in this.  I wanted to send you to Georgia, but now I can’t.”Tashia had not wanted to go anyway.  “Tony, what are we going to do?”“We have to find a safe place.”  She was not sure she wanted to tell him what she was thinking.  “What is it?”She managed to smile.  “You read me like a book.” “A real good book,” he suggested, “but I can’t see the words right now.”  She hesitated but then said, “I think we should, uh...I’m just thinking that, uh... ”“Tashia, stop beating around the bush.  Just say it.”“Maybe Evan could help us.”“Evan?  Your friend from Indianapolis?”“Yeah.”“Well, it’s worth a shot.  Do you remember his number?”She retracted her neck in shock.  Then she hopped up and asked Pete if they could use their land line.  That way the call should not be traced.  Boy-oh-boy did she hope Evan was not still at church.  He was not.  Her faithful friend was home.When she got off with him, she told Tony, “It’s all set.”This was not the same car.  The ’74 Datsun now looked like a very, very updated Honda Accord.  The emblem was changed everywhere.  The panels were altered.  The color was no longer rust but black.  If it had not been for the fact that Charles had said Sniper could do things with cars one would not believe, they would have been convinced that he had replaced the vehicle.  In fact, Tony asked him if he “junked it”.  With pleased smiles, Sniper surprisingly with all of his teeth in place and Pete with fewer, they both said no.Sniper was also a wonderful photographer.  He had Tashia take down her ponytail and pin up her hair with bangs coming down in front in order to alter her image some.  Her current license already had a picture of her with all of her hair pulled back in a ponytail.  He had told Pete to bring over his shaving kit so while they were in the back, Tony was able to completely remove the beard he had grown while out in the rainforest and the mustache he always kept.  New license and registration were completed for both of them in no time.  They rolled out of there with new identities and a new car.  Sometimes it came in handy to be in good with people who were in good with the former criminal element.“Oh no!”“Stay cool.”  Tony glanced over at Tashia.  “Remember.  Trust me.”“I do.”  She had to remind herself that she really did.Tony pulled over to the curb.  It was now already 4 p.m.  He rolled down the window with the new automatic mechanism.  “May I help you, officer?”“The question is may I help you?”  The man was sweaty.  His body was big.  His face was red.  And his smile was a little too wide.  “License and registration.”  Tony reached to open the glove compartment.  Before he could reach in, the officer cautioned, “Slow now, boy.”Tashia saw that vein pop out in his forehead.  ‘ “Boy”?’  Oh boy.  ‘Tony, just play it cool.’  She knew he would not do anything stupid.  She just prayed the officer would not react to how angry he visibly was.  Actually, only she could see his face.  He took out his license and registration very slowly, and she guessed this was partly in order for him to regain his composure.  By the time he started to turn around to hand them over, he looked fine.“I’m going to need to run this through.”“Is there anything wrong, officer?”  Tony sounded and looked very composed.  She was so proud of him.  She, on the other hand, was a wreck on the inside which she could only hope did not display on the outside.  The officer kept eyeing her.“Did I say you could speak, boy?”He went over to his car.  It seemed as if he took forever to return.  Tashia had to keep wiping sweat off of her forehead.  Her throat was incredibly dry.  She did not even bother to try to speak.  She just prayed and listened to Tony’s reassuring words.  He sounded so calm.  It was beyond reason that he really not be jolted by this while she sat there uncertain if she could keep her body from going into uncontrollable nervous spasms.He returned.  “Okay.  You folks must evidently be lost.”“I took a wrong turn.”“Do you need an escort to lead you out?” he asked snidely.“No.  I know where I made the turn.”“Very good.  I don’t expect to see you folks around this part of town again.”“No, sir.”“I’d hate for us to have to meet up this way again.”  He just glared at Tony, who gave him a warm smile and an apology for his error.  “Okay, boy.  You can leave.  If this ever happens again, I’m gonna be forced to detain you.  Do you know what that means?”“Yes, sir.”He handed him back his license and registration.  Tony drove just under the speed limit back to where he had made that wrong turn, and the officer followed him until he got on the highway.  Then he was gone.  Neither he nor Tashia said anything that entire time.After they were on the interstate for a couple of minutes, Tony finally spoke.  His voice was quavered.  “You can breathe now, Tashia.  He’s gone.”“Tony,” she gasped, “are you okay?”“No, I am not okay.  I told you to trust me, and look what I did.”  She was clueless.  “W-what did you do?”“I put your life in jeopardy.  That man was nuts.”“You made a wrong turn.  That happens to everybody.”“It’s not happening to me again.”  He was gripping the steering wheel mercilessly.  “I want to pull over right now, but I can’t.”  He let out a deep, guttural sound and pounded the dashboard.  “I don’t think I’ve ever been so angry in my life.  I wanted to just tear him apart.  Who does he think he is calling me ‘boy’?  Do I look like someone’s boy?  He thinks he can wield that badge and just misuse it like that?  Why couldn’t we be in that part of town?  Maybe I don’t want him in my part of town.  I want to go back there right now and show him who really is a boy.  He thinks he can treat me like that and scare my wife half to death?  I’d have him crying like a baby.”Tony was not scaring her.  Tashia knew he just had to vent, and she let him do just that.  He went on and on for a good half hour, but that was okay.  By the time he was done, he was saying he knew he should not want to harm that man.  He should pray for him.  Tashia did just that while Tony listened.  In the middle of the raging sea of their circumstances, she had the inexpressible joy of being able to share this with him.  “Thanks,” he added, “I mean I really appreciate...it was real good of You to let everything go through all right with the license and registration.”  Tashia held in her laughter.  She just knew Tony did not talk to God that way in his private prayers but he was making himself vulnerable by letting her hear him now.  She had no criticism –as if anyone’s honest talk with God could be criticized.  She just found his child-like embarrassment sweet.What Tashia did not understand was how something did not come up, but Tony explained.  “Anthony and Denise Lamont must be real people who co-own a car with these plates, and the year, make, and model on the registration.”Tashia rasped, “Do you think they’re dead?  Do you think this is really their car?”“No.”  He sounded like he was trying to appear a lot more certain than he really was.  “I sure hope not.  I think the fewer questions we have answered in this particular situation the better.”  She had to agree.Chapter XXXIIIt was a little after 3 a.m. by the time they got there.  Well, it was actually only after 2 in Indianapolis.  They had managed not to see one patrol car throughout the rest of their trip.  They followed behind the grey Civic through rows of cornhusks.  It seemed as if no one else was outdoors other than them.  Only their headlights served to slightly break up the nearly absolute darkness.There was someone in the car with the driver.  Tony followed in silence, and Tashia said not one word.When they finally reached the home, it was about 2:40.  It was a quaint little cabin in the middle of absolutely nowhere.  Evan got out of the car followed by...“Darin!”  Tashia practically bolted out of the car.  She ran over to Darin, who scooped her up in his arms.  Evan came next.  She cautiously glanced at Tony, who was just getting out of their car.  “Hi, Evan.”“Hello, Tashia.”  She had forgotten about his soothing Midwestern drawl.  “Wow.  You look great!”  The man had to be nuts.  She had not really slept in days, and she was overall a complete mess.  In total innocence and from complete obliviousness to the ramifications of the situation, he scooped her up too.  Although she felt uncomfortable with Tony standing right there, she returned his embrace.  And when he did not let go for some time, she didn’t either.  She really missed her friend, the one who rescued her.  He finally held her at arm’s length and said, “Just look at you.  You look so beautiful.”Tashia blushed and glanced at Tony nervously as he came to stand next to her.  “Yeah right.  I’m a mess.”  She quickly changed the subject.  “You remember Tony.”“Yeah.  How’s it going?  I’m sorry about you all going through all of this.”“How you doing, Evan?  Hi, Darin.  We’d better get our things inside.”  He lifted the two bags he had gotten out of the car.  “Thanks a lot for all of this.  I hope it’s not too much of an inconvenience.”Darin grabbed one of the bags from Tony, while Evan reached for something in the other car.  “No inconvenience at all.”  He threw his keys at Darin, who caught them and opened up the house.  “Why don’t you all go inside?  I know you must be real tired.”The home was warm and cozy.  Not very spacious but just enough room for the two of them.  It was apparent that there was more work to be done, but that was just fine.  Evan came up behind them carrying a huge trash bag.  He motioned for Darin to come help him.  They soon returned with four more bags that were just as huge.“What’s this?”  Tashia asked as she peered into one of them.  “Evan!  Darin!  Tony, look at this!”He did and then looked at them in amazement.  “Is this all for us?”“Sure is.  We hope it’s enough.”“Are you kidding?  This could feed an army.”  The food was organic!  Tashia had forgotten that she had gone on to Evan about Tony’s weird diet that she had now greatly accepted.  Leave it to Evan to remember.“Did Kara cook this?”Darin and Evan both laughed, but Darin answered.  “We love you, Tashia.  We’re not trying to kill you guys.”  Now they all laughed.  Tashia had forgotten about Kara’s cooking.  “Kara doesn’t even know you’re here, and she’s going to kill us when she finds out.”  Tashia felt the anxious look come across her face and he quickly added, “We won’t say anything until we know you’re all in the clear.”“So what’s this all about?” Evan asked.“Let Tony tell you.  I’m too longwinded, and I’ll exhaust myself more than I already am if I try to explain.”By the time the four of them finished packing away all the food in the freezer the size of a heavy duty refrigerator, in the actual refrigerator, and in the cabinets, Tony had finished relaying how his father was imprisoned for crimes he did not commit, his twin brother had tried to have him killed and was now impersonating him, and they wound up being on the run from the law with time spared for them to find out why Evan had built the log-cabin home.  He was getting it ready for his soon-to-be-bride and himself to move into that following November.  Tashia was so happy she literally dropped the clothes she had started to put away while the men finished unpacking the food bags.  She rushed into the kitchen and swung her arms around him.  “Oh, Evan!  That is so wonderful!”They also found out that Darin and Kara were getting married in March.  They had just been speaking about how they hoped Tashia and her husband would be able to come to the wedding.  Tashia and Tony hoped so too.  Maybe everything would be over by then.  Darin and Evan left shortly thereafter but not without Evan first inquiring if they had any news.  Tashia was beginning to show but only for those with a keen eye.  “That must be the glow I see.”  Tashia thought he must be right.  They heartily congratulated her and Tony then left them to their new surroundings.Tony and Tashia were so tired they were only able to just barely brush their teeth before falling into bed.  They woke up briefly around 5 p.m. Monday, bathed, ate a little, and went back to sleep.  It was around 10 that night that Tashia was startled awake by Tony’s coughing.  He was coughing so uncontrollably that it seemed as if he would not be able to catch his breath.  She ran to get him a cup of water, but she could not find the cups.  Finally, she saw where the paper cups had been placed behind a bag of rice.  When the coughing subsided enough, he drank the water.  “Thank you,” he uttered out, as he continued to cough but not as volatilely as he had done previously.Tashia kept rubbing his back.  “Tony, you’re worrying me.”  She felt his head.  “Oh my goodness!  You’re burning up!”“I’ll be all right.”“No, you won’t.  We’ve got to get you to a hospital.”He looked at her through glassy eyes as if she had lost her mind.  “Tashia, we can’t leave this house unless we absolutely have to.  Don’t you remember?  We’re running from the law.”“Of course I remember.”  She did not appreciate his talking to her as if she was dimwitted, but she decided to hold her tongue this time.  His health or lack thereof concerned her most of all.  “I can’t let you stay here sick and all though.”“Why don’t you give me some more of that homeopathic medicine?”  Darin, the former paramedic, was probably the one that had stashed everything that could go into a first aid kit for them. “I will,” she called from the kitchen, “but I don’t think that will be enough, Tony.”  She looked in her purse for her small bottle of Tylenol.  Of course, she did not use it right now with her being pregnant, but maybe it would help to bring down his fever.  He did not want the Tylenol.  She sat on the bed and gave him the other.“Tashia, stop looking so worried.  I’ll be okay.”“You look sick.”He laughed.  “Thanks a lot.”“You know I don’t mean that as an insult.  You just look like you have a fever.  It’s all in your eyes and everything.”He laid back.  His eyes were red with exhaustion and held a few subtle lines that only appeared when he was extremely tired.  Tashia went into the bathroom and returned with a cool cloth with which she wiped his forehead and face.  “I just need some more rest,” his voice dragged.  “I was so drugged up out there, but I don’t think I really rested.  It seems like I was always between an awake and an asleep state.”  He sounded so groggy.“I hate that feeling.  Tony, I’m so sorry.”“That’s all right.  Would you do me a favor?”“Sure.”“Stop worrying about me.  Why don’t you lie down here?  You’re tired too.  We’ll sleep and then we’ll both feel better.”Just as she was about to slide down next to him, she jumped up in response to the cell phone ringing.  She patted her chest.  “Where is it?”  She found the cell in the side pocket of her jacket then sat on the bed and showed him the name that appeared on the caller i.d.  It was Charles.  At least she hoped it was.  Tony nodded at her reassuringly to answer.“Hello,” she said in a voice much deeper than her normal.“Tashia, it’s your unc.”She could not help her joy at hearing that raspy familiar voice.  She nodded at Tony.  “Hi Uncle.  Are you alone?”“Stephanie is here, but I heard from the other one earlier.”  She figured he meant Nuli.  “Are you kids all right?”“Yes.  We’re okay.  Are you going to get in trouble for talking with us?”He chuckled.  “No one will know.  I’m just calling to see if you’re all right and give you the rundown on what’s happened since yesterday.”  She waited anxiously and then he continued.  “Try not to get all excited.”  Of course that warning produced the opposite effect from what it was intended to elicit.  “It’s all over the telly that Terrence Gerard assaulted an FBI agent and is on the run.  He is to be considered dangerous.  His brother’s wife is with him.  As of now, the authorities are not sure if she is being held captive or if she’s gone with him willingly.”“Hold on a second.  Tony, I can’t hear him if you keep talking to me at the same time.”“I have time.  Tell him what I said.”  She did quickly and then pressed her finger to her lips to tell him to stop talking while she was trying to listen to Charles.  “They say you’re suspected to be heading south.”  He did not pause for a response, and she was certainly not going to put him in danger by telling him their whereabouts.Charles continued, “I’m going to run out of favors with Old Johnny but he let on that he thought maybe you all were telling the truth.”  ‘Johnny?  Oh! Abernathy!’ “So he had the prints they took run through.”“That’s great!”Charles was silent for a moment.  “No, not so great.  They come up as Terrence’s.  The man’s living in your house come up as Tony’s.”“What?!”“Tashia, are you sure you’re with the right man?”She looked at Tony.  “I am absolutely positive.  Something is up.”“Tashia, sweet niece of mine, just be careful.  Please.”“Who ran through the fingerprints?”“Some expert.”“Do you have a name?”He did not.She grabbed Tony’s hand.  “This is Tony with me.  That is Terrence.”  She shook her head and chuckled in disbelief.  “This guy is too good.  He’s gotten to the FBI too.  I don’t feel like we’re safe anywhere.”Tony motioned for her to hand him the phone.  “Charles, do you know if my father is okay?”“I don’t know.  I was hoping to have some news when I called you but I got nothing.”“Where are you calling from?”Tashia heard him reply, “Prepaid phone.  Different SIM so she’d know it was me.  I know how to ditch the phone. Doesn’t matter where I am but like I said to Tashia, the call won’t be traced.”Tony took a deep breath and nodded.  He explained that he was just really paranoid.“Don’t worry about it.  I am too. That’s why I gotta ask you this.”“What is it?”“Are you really Tony?”“Yes.”“If you are, I’m gonna ask to forgive what I’m about to say.  If you’re not, you will pay for what you’re doing to Tashia.  She is a very special girl...”  Tashia could actually hear Stephanie reprimanding him in the background.  “No, he will pay.”  Redirecting his attention back to Tony, he promised, “You will not get away with messing with her like that.”“Charles, it’s me.”  He started coughing and had to stop speaking for a few moments.  “It’s me.  You don’t have to worry.  Just pray for us.  Let me talk to Steph for a minute.”He put her on.  “Tony?”  Her voice was anxious.“Hi, Steph.”  Despite his fatigue and sickness, his face broke into the widest smile when he heard her voice.  “How are you?”“I should be asking you that.  You sound sick.”“A little.”“Are the two of you all right?”“Yes.”“Is there anything I can do?”“Yes.  Believe that I’m Tony.”“I know you are.  I spoke to that man today.  I didn’t show him that I doubted who he was, but I don’t see how I didn’t see it before.  I told him that maybe when this was all done we could go back to getting together and having our turkey sandwiches with lots of pickles.”“I hate pickles.”“He loves them.  He said that sounded great.  He’s a fraud.  He’s not my friend.”  Tony’s laughter was mixed with coughing.  “I’d better let you go.  Are you sure you’re going to be okay?  You know we’re praying for you.”“We know.”  He glanced at Tashia.  She wanted to speak to her friend but she was mentally and emotionally drained.  “I would let you talk to Tashia, but maybe tomorrow when she’s not so exhausted.”“Poor thing.  Give her a kiss for me.”“I will.  Stephanie, if you hear anything about my father, please call.”“You know I will.”“I guess you shouldn’t call that often.  These guys are so powerful.  You know with getting a hold of phone records and all.”“You’re right but we have family who knows how to handle these things,” she said with a laugh.“I’d better go.  I love you, Steph.”“I love you too, Tony.  Good night.”“Night.”He clicked off the phone and gave Tashia a kiss on her forehead.  She hugged the pillow to her chest and mumbled, “What happened to Steph?”“Go to sleep.”They both slept.  And she slept hard.  But Tashia woke around 1 a.m. to go to the bathroom.  When she came back, she snuggled next to Tony.  After a few seconds, her eyes shot open as she realized his chest was not rising and falling.  She shook him.  “Tony!”  She turned on the light next to the bed.  “Tony!”  She continued shaking him, but he did not respond.  He was not that sound of a sleeper.  She tilted his head back and felt for breath against her face.  Nothing!“Oh my goodness!!  Oh my goodness!!”  She scrambled out of bed and found Darin’s number on the kitchen table.  “Tony!”  He was not breathing.  She could barely see because her eyes were flooded with tears.  Still, she hit those telephone keys rapidly and started giving him breaths.  He did have a pulse.  Tashia kept trying to remember all she learned from the CPR class at work.  “Tony please wake up!!”“Hello?”  He sounded disoriented“Darin!  Tony’s not breathing!”“Tashia?  Okay.  First, calm down.”“I’ve started giving him rescue breaths.”“Good.  Does he have a pulse?”“Yes.  NO!”  She had taken it again, and it was gone. “Tashia, do you know CPR?”“Yes.  Darin, I don’t know.  Please walk me through it.”“Give—”“Two breaths and a hundred chest compressions.”“That’ll work.”  She gave the breaths slowly and moved down to start the compressions.  “You keep doing that.  I’ll call 911, and I’ll be right over there.”“Darin,” she said breathlessly as she compressed his chest with the phone clumsily pressed between her ear and shoulder, “he’ll kill me if he finds out I let you call 911.”“I forgot.  Tashia, I have to call.  I’ll be right over, and you can blame anything that happens on me.”“Hurry!”“Tony!!  Please!!”  She continued with CPR.  He coughed!  She rolled him on his side automatically and grabbed him around the shoulders in shock.“Tashia?”  She had forgotten to hang up the phone.She picked it up off the bed quickly.  “He’s okay Darin!  You’re okay right?”  He was barely audible, but she heard him say yes.“You’d better keep your eye on him.  That’s pretty serious.  He might have to wind up going to the hospital.”“Thank you Darin.  God bless you!”  Tony slowly started to sit up but then plopped back onto his back.  “Be careful!”He lay there quietly the rest of the night.  Her eyes did not leave him.Still in bed, he called Darin the next morning. “My wife looked like she saw a ghost.” “You were not breathing, and you had no pulse.  You could say she saw a ghost.  Man, if you’re that sick, you’d better think seriously about being seen by someone.”“I still can’t believe that.  And you helped her through it,” he remarked in awe then limply pulled his sobbing Tashia to him. “She did the hard part.  She saved your life.”He kissed her on the cheek.  “Thank you both.  Wow.”“Yeah.  You take care.  I’m going to call you later today to make sure everything is okay.  Evan has your number, right?”He did.  The phone gifted to them by Sniper must not have been easily traceable either.  They talked for a few more seconds and then said good-bye.  “Tashia, sweetheart, are you okay?”She punched him lightly on the shoulder.  “Don’t ever scare me like that again.  I am not going to take my eyes off of you.”She was true as she could be to her word.  Tashia barely slept for the next couple of days because she was watching him to make sure he was fine.  His fever was broken by the time he woke from his unconscious state, but she did not allow herself to lose consciousness until she had no control over it.  Tony was always so strong.  She did not know how to deal with him having been so helpless.  That was truly one of the scariest moments of her life.Over the course of the next month, Tashia and Tony hardly stepped out of the house.  Darin or Evan came by a few times, but they generally stayed away because Tony thought it was best for their safety that there be as little way for them to be found to be associated with them as possible.  Because it was getting so cold, they bought Tashia some warm clothes and a coat, while Darin let Tony use some of his clothing that would go unnoticed as missing by Kara.  It was so nice when they visited, but they were generally alone.Although they had lived under the same roof for almost ten years, things became really strained with them having to be in such close quarters all of the time.  Tony started to think that maybe it would be no problem for them to get out of the house sometimes, but Tashia lived in perpetual fear of them being discovered.  He had to agree with her level of cautiousness when they found out from Evan that their faces were being blasted across the news and their picture was being circulated nationwide as it was in Kara’s local grocery store.  Both Evan and Darin felt horrible, but they still told her nothing.Tony felt like he was going out of his mind.  He could do nothing to help his father.  He did not even know what was going on with him.  Charles did not call anymore because of his telling him straight out not to unless he could be absolutely sure his calls were not being monitored, so he got no information from him regarding his dad.  He wanted to know how his mother was holding up, but, of course, he could not find that out either.  He knew he had been very grumpy toward Tashia, but it seemed he could not get out of this funk.  She did not understand.  She wanted to talk.  The last thing he wanted to do was talk about what was going on with them.  She said she felt like they were miles apart from each other.  He wanted to distance himself.  He wanted to go in some corner and find some way to deal with his despair over not being able to help his parents, over not being able to provide his wife with a normal, happy life period but now even more with this being her first pregnancy.Tashia felt trapped.  There was something very wrong, and she did not know what.  Tony acted as if everything were fine.  He as much as said so.  Yet she knew that was not the case.  She tried very hard to pray as much as possible and to press him as little as possible.  She had learned from earlier years in their marriage the worst thing she could do was badger him and try to get him to talk to her.  Still, this was so difficult because they needed to talk.  There was no other way she could see that they would be able to deal with whatever was wrong.  It seemed as if there were an unscalable wall between them.  She had naively assumed that once he gave his life to Christ that they would be closer.  Now they seemed farther apart than they had been in years.  It appeared as if there were some invisible force eating away at their relationship bit by bit, and there was nothing she could do.  That was wrong.  She could pray.  She prayed long and hard.  Here it was she had been so excited to find Tony.  He was alive!  Sure they had been reeled into a very desperate situation, but at least they were together.  Wrong.  She had never felt more alone in her life.  His body was there, but it was as if his heart and mind were millions of miles away.  There was not even any way of escape.  She could not work.  All her thesis materials were at home, so that part of her life had to be on hold.  All she could do was be alone with him.  Truly alone.“Why didn’t you think I was Terrence?”She looked up at Tony perplexed.  He was sitting at the kitchen table with his back to her, and she was sitting on the bed reading about rejoicing even in suffering from the book of James in the Bible.  He repeated himself.“Are you talking to me?”  It was a stupid question, but she was shocked.  Tony had not said much to her in weeks.  In fact their conversation was usually composed of the bare minimum, such as, “Please pass the butter.”He turned around and looked directly at her.  He had gained back his lost weight.  He no longer looked gaunt or sickly.  Yet he did look very sad as he had for weeks, and she felt like there was nothing she could do for him.  “He studied me.  He did all the right things.”She was not sure if she would be crowding him by walking over to him, so she remained where she was.  There had been no walking on eggshells with him since she regained her memory.  Not until now.  “Yes, but he was not you.  You know that I had my doubts from almost the first moment because of the whole Untell thing.  You deciding to work with them did make sense considering all the people who had died, including my parents, and the possibility of you bringing all of this to an end.  But he just wasn’t you.  When you came back into my life, that became clearer than it had ever been.  Someone can memorize you.  They can play the role, but no one can ever be you.  It isn’t the way you talk or the way you move.  It is just you.  Your essence.  Your very being.  No one can duplicate that.  He was not my husband.”“Do you see things the same way even now?”“What do you mean?”“Have you doubted if I’m your husband in the last month?”“Do you mean have I thought you were Terrence?”  He could not mean that, but he nodded his head.  “No!  Oh, Tony, no.  I know something is wrong.  I don’t know what it is, and that bothers me to no end.  But I know you’re my husband.”He sighed heavily.  “It’s killing me that I haven’t known how to talk to you or to comfort you.  I know I’ve put you through so much pain, and I promised myself I would never do that again.”A flood of compassion for him nestled into her heart.  She spoke just above a whisper when she asked, “Can you talk to me now?”  His gaze shifted from her and seemed to be at the floor.  “Tony...”  She did not want to resort to the “I’m your wife and we should be able to discuss anything” speech.  It was true, but he probably did not need to hear that right now.  “Tony, I know you’re not Terrence because I know your heart.  I even know your ways.  Sometimes you have trouble dealing with things.  That’s fine, but I don’t know how to deal with being shut out.  Please let me in.  Please.”He clenched his jaw and continued to look down at the floor for a few seconds before slowly walking over to her.  He sat down next to her on the bed.  “Come here.”  He held her and kissed her sweetly on the side of her head.  A stream of warmth went through her entire body.  Tony had not held her like this since they had been in Indiana.  She clung onto him.  “Tashia, I...”  He did not continue for ten long seconds that felt like ten long minutes.  “Tashia, I just don’t know how to deal with this.”  He repetitively stroked her back.  “I know you like to be able to be free to be out and about.  Being cooped up here is even starting to get to me, so I know it’s driving you batty.  I got you in this situation, and I cannot for the world of me figure out how to get you out.”  She had to really bite her tongue now because the man had to be insane.  There was no other place she wanted to be.  Yes, she wished she had freedom.  He could be a homebody.  She was not.  But he was not to blame for their situation in any way.“And my dad.  It is driving me absolutely up a wall that I can’t do anything for him.  I pray.  We’ve prayed.  Of course God is hearing and answering our prayers.  I just wish I could at least speak to my parents.  They have to be worried sick about us, and they don’t need that.  I can’t help them.  I can’t offer you or our child any security.  How long are we going to be in this situation?  I’m thinking about just turning myself in, hoping they will find out who the real Tony Gerard is.”She pulled away from him swiftly.  “Tony, are you nuts?  They will throw you under the jailhouse.  Terrence has everything on his side to prove that he is you.”  Tony nodded, clearly well aware of that.  “Why don’t we try to figure out something together?”He looked at her thoughtfully and then remarked, “I guess we could try that.”  The thought likely had never crossed his mind.  He probably wanted to take care of everything by himself, but she was his helpmate.  “Tashia, I love you, and I need you.”Those words were so beautiful.  He looked into her eyes, and her heart melted.  “Tony, I love you, and I need you, too.  We’ll get through this.  We’ll get through it together.”“I won’t shut you out anymore.”She smiled.  “You’d better not.”  He laughed and held her again.Chapter XXXIII“Hi, Mom!  What a nice surprise.”  A few weeks after her husband had been imprisoned, Mrs. Gerard went over to see her son.  “Come in.”“Thank you.”She had barely made it over the threshold when she swung her arms around him and hugged him like a mama bear.  “Mom, are you okay?”She let go and looked at him with such softness in her tear-filled eyes that he felt himself becoming a little choked up.  She cleared her throat and abruptly turned around to walk into the kitchen.  He followed right behind her.  They sat down and pulled their chairs close to each other.“Your father would not tell me, but I know you’re Terrence.”He stared at her wide-eyed.  Then he stuttered and stumbled.  “I know my boy.  I wondered if you were he when you got back from Hawaii this summer, but I knew that was ridiculous.  Terrence had died.  You were so sweet and sensitive with me though.  Tony always treated me well, but you were my little friend.  You took good care of me.“When I found out all this news about Terrence supposedly being on the run, I knew that was Tony.  Your father has denied it and denied it.  I don’t know what he thinks you’ll do if I were to find out, but I know you wouldn’t harm me.  We didn’t spend that much time together when you got back, but we’ve spent an awful lot of time together since all this happened with your father.  I’m convinced.  Terrence,” she cried, “I’ve missed you so.”“Oh, Mom, please don’t cry.”  He could not pretend with her but there was no way he could admit the truth.  He just could not lie to her about this.  All he could express was that he did not know what to say.“Just tell me why you’re doing this.”  He shook his head.  It was futile to try to explain.  “Take your time.  You know I’ll understand.”She probably would.  Even when he was a little berserk-acting boy, she understood him.  “Mom, it’s become so complicated.”“Just start from the beginning.”“I didn’t want you to ever find out what I’d done.  I didn’t want you to hate me.”She gasped and then grabbed his hand.  “Oh, Terrence, no.  I could never hate you.  I love you so much!  Your father and I both love you.”“Yeah right.”  Her pained expression made him nearly repent of the expressed thought.  “I’m sorry.  I believe you believe he loves me, but he doesn’t.”  She shook her head and started to say something.  He cut her off before she could protest.  “Come on, Mom.  Think about it.  He sent me away.  You never wanted me to go away, did you?”“No, but—”“He couldn’t stand me!  He forced you to put me away in that awful, awful place.”  She denied that had been the case.  “He forced you to do everything.  He said jump, and you would ask how high.  I heard you.  I heard you arguing about it.  He made you send me away.”  It felt as if his blood was going to boil over and spill right out of his veins.  “I hate him!”“Terrence, no!”  He was struck dumb.  For a moment, it was as if he were a little boy again being reprimanded by his mother.  “Now, you listen to me.  Your father and I did argue a lot about everything back then.  And yes, we did argue about you.  I don’t remember what the arguments were about, but I remember that we had them.  But hear me, and hear me clearly.  He did not want to send you away.  Friends suggested that we do that, but your father was adamantly opposed to it.  So was I.  I don’t know if you remember, but you beat Tony almost senseless one day while that dimwit, Tracy, was babysitting the two of you.”He told her he had no recollection of Tracy.“I try to forget her.  You tore a piece out of his cheek.”“Did I really do that to Tony?”  She nodded.  His father had said he did.  He also said he hurt his mother.  He didn’t understand why she wasn’t mentioning that.  “We fought all the time.”“But not like this.  The boy was nearly unconscious.  I cried and cried.  I begged your father, but he said we could not live like that.  We had made excuses for you.  We lived in fear of your hurting Tony, but we never thought it would come to that.”  She claimed that he had become unbearably depressed because he felt as if he had let down his son.  He thought he was supposed to keep the family together but he failed.  “I figured all of this out, but he did not share any of his feelings with me until many years later.  I wanted you to go stay with relatives, but—”“No one would want me.”She looked down at the table ashamedly.  “Taking you to that place was the hardest thing your father ever had to do.  I could not go.  When I visited, I just about lost my mind.  I almost had a nervous breakdown.  When we found out you had died, I did have a nervous breakdown.  Your father did, too, in his own way.  He kept everything inside, but his anger came out through his actions.”His fists clenched, he sputtered out, “Did he hit you?”“No!  He was just rude and unfeeling.  The thing was that he was actually feeling a lot.  From that time until now, he would sob bitterly on your birthday.  I had never seen your father cry until then.  He tries to be all cheery because of Tony’s birthday, but he winds up shutting himself in a room and crying his heart out.  He would never really talk that much to me about it, but he feels so guilty.  So guilty.”  Her eyes were now flooded with tears.  “Terrence, your father and your brother love you.  Tony asked about you for years.  He had a lot of difficulty dealing with your being gone.”The silence that came was deafening, but he did not know what to say.  His heart felt as if it were tearing in two.  It could not be that what she said was true, that his father could really love him that much.  He had always assumed he hated him.  When he was in the house as a boy, he was always yelling at him like one of his soldiers.  He was not in the armed forces.  He was a confused little boy.  He knew something was very wrong with him, and he expected his parents to help fix him.  But they didn’t.  His mother tried.  His father threw him away.  He always saw himself as being his father’s forgotten trash.  For him to really care about him that much was incomprehensible, as was his brother actually missing him after all he did to him.“Terrence,” his mother finally said, “don’t you have anything to say?”“Did Tony really miss me?”“Oh, yes.  More than you could ever know.”“I bet he and Dad wish I had never come back now.”“I don’t believe that.  Why did you come back?  I don’t mean that the way it sounds.  I’m glad you’re here.”“I know.”  He stood up and strolled into the family room over to the sliding glass window.  He looked into the darkness for a few minutes before sitting down next to his mom on a sofa with his eyes fixed on the window instead of on her.  “I hated them so much for all of these years, especially Dad.  When I ran away, I wound up getting into trouble.”  Two people, Mr. and Mrs. Parker, rescued him from the criminal system.  They adopted him.“You were adopted?”“Yes.”“Were they good to you?”He glanced at her.  “Mom, don’t look so worried.  They were very good to me.  They took me to doctors, and they finally found out what was wrong with me.  It’s some type of genetic metabolic dysfunction in my brain.  I kept thinking these people were dirt poor and yet they found the resources to get me treated.  I take medication, and I’ve been fine since then.”“But you’re not fine, or you wouldn’t be doing this.”His gaze was steady on her now.  He had to concede that she was right.  He was still angry.“Are you angry with me?”“A little.  In a way, I am.  I see that you had no choice.  I realize you didn’t know what else to do.  I just wish you did.”“I’m sorry, Terrence,” she cried.“No, it’s okay, Mom.  I’m not really angry I guess.  I think sometimes I just get disappointed, but you can really only work with what you have.  You didn’t know.  You did what you knew how to do.”“We didn’t just send you away for Tony’s sake.  We wanted what was best for you too.”“I believe you.”  Well, he did as far as she was concerned.  Of his father, he could not be sure. “Still, I’ve held all this bitterness all this time.  I got involved with this woman after college named Valerie.  To make a very long story short, after some years I finally confided in her.  She and I devised a plan to get back at Dad and take over Tony’s life.  I felt that I should have had a chance at his life.  She found out all about...”“You don’t have to worry.  I know about your father.”“That’s right.”  She knew about all the charges, including those involving Lenei.  “Valerie found out all about Dad and about Tony.  She got in good with Wiles.”“What do you mean ‘got in good’?”“I don’t think that is something I should be discussing with my mother.”“Huh?  Oh.  Oh my.”“Yes, well, anyway, like I said, she was able to find out everything about Dad.  She convinced Wiles to have an investigation run on Tony.  They have been watching him for the last five years.”“Who is ‘they’?”“Oslo and those guys.  Other people are involved.  So many people that I can’t even keep track.”  So many people were under surveillance at that point that Terrence couldn’t keep track of that either.  Once Valerie got a position as a contractor working with Tony, she taught him all she knew about his position.  “I found out all I could about him, so I could be him.”“But why, Terrence?”“Because I wanted his life.”  She had to get it.  He did not want to spell it out for her.  No, they both could not lead Tony’s life.  Yes, he did intend to kill him because there was no other way.  “So much has happened.”“But you can fix it,” she encouraged.“No, Mom, I can’t.”“Your father is going to rot in jail.  He might even get a capital punishment sentence, if you don’t do something.  Your brother and his wife are running for their lives.  They have a baby on the way.  Terrence, I know you.  You can’t let this go on,” she pleaded.  “Please.  I’m begging you.  Put an end to this.”“Mom, please don’t cry.  Please don’t.  You’re killing me.  I don’t know what to do.  A lot of people could get hurt, if I don’t keep going along with this.”“But your family will get hurt if you do.”“And then there’s Tashia.”“Tashia?  What about her?”“I love her.”  His mother blinked hard then looked at him in bewilderment.  “Yes, I do.  This all started out as an exercise in revenge, but now I love her.  I don’t want to give her up.  I want her back.”“Terrence,” she expressed, voice painted in horror, “that’s insane.  She’s married to your brother.”“I don’t want her to be married to him.”“But she is.  You can’t change that.”“You’re probably right, but I wish I could.  If I admit everything, there is no way she’ll be with me.  Please don’t look at me that way.  I’m not crazy.  I know she’s married to Tony.  I know I should do something about Dad.  I just need time to figure out how to fix things.”She told him that there wasn’t much time.  She had no idea when his father’s trial would start, but she was convinced that the longer he waited, the more people would get hurt.  “I don’t know how much longer I can stand seeing him like he is now.  I don’t want to visit him in jail any longer.”“I’m sorry, Mom.”“Please do the right thing.”He stood abruptly and pinched the bridge of his nose while he closed his eyes.  “I need time to think.”“Terrence—”“I don’t mean a lot of time.  Two weeks tops.  There’s a lot you still don’t know.  I have to figure out how to fix everything.”  The intense frown made her look so much older.  “Please, Mom.  Just two weeks.”She sighed heavily but finally said, “Okay.  No more than that honey and shorter if you can.”He reached over and hugged her.  “Thanks Mom.”“You’ve been through so much.  I can at least give you that.”  She patted him on his back and rubbed it like she did when he was a little boy.  He did not want to disappoint his mother any more than he knew he already had.  She still loved him.  That seemed impossible.  Yet he knew she would.  No matter what, she would always love him, and that was all he ever wanted.Chapter XXXIVDarin had called.  The FBI had been by to talk to Evan first, then him, and then Kara.  They were going to see their father next.  They promised they would not bother their mother, but there was no guarantee they could really be trusted.  Tony had gone out to meet Darin.  He was going to do some work on their car because the snowstorm was only going to get worse and they would never make it out of there with the auto in its current condition.  Sniper and Pete had done a great job but it was rushed.  Darin could finish where they left off with repairs.  Hopefully, he would do that quickly, and they would be able to be on the road by late night.Tashia had already packed up everything.  All they had to do was load it all into the vehicle.  She sat on the edge of the bed in her thin but growing robe and gown covered by her coat with her knees knocking together.  Darin and Evan had not bought her any winter sleepwear, and she was freezing.  Her traveling outfit was drying in the bathroom.  She would have put on one of Tony’s sweaters had she thought of it earlier, but she was not going to unpack anything.  The shivering, however, was not from the cold.  ‘Will Tony make it back okay?’Tony had been blinded by the heavy late March snow.  The car behind him had plowed into his.  He had felt himself spinning uncontrollably until the Datsun-Accord plunged down a hill and into the trunk of a tree.  He sat there for a few moments then shook off his daze before pushing on the door.  Before it was fully open, he was yanked out of the vehicle and slammed against the side of the car.“Terrence!”“Let’s go.”  Tony started to resist, but his brother pressed the gun between his eyes.  Minutes later, his bound body flew down another hill.  Tony lay there stunned.  Terrence made his way down and stood over him.  He scowled at him as if he was going to crush him like an ant.  Instead, he began stuffing him into a wooden compartment.  When Tony started to attempt to push against him, the click of the gun reminded him that he had to increase the odds of making it out of the peril alive.  From the sound of things, Terrence had locked the compartment with a padlock.  Suddenly, there was a bright light emitting into the box, which seemed to be coming from a match flame.  “Do you see it?” Terrence asked outrageously elated.  A bomb!!He was there!  Tashia rushed to the door and let him in.  He grabbed her and hugged her as if he had not seen her in months.  “Are you okay?”“Yes.” She nodded eagerly.  “I was just worried.”  She pulled away and looked at him.  “Is the car fixed?”“Well, it’s fixed,” he explained as he took off his coat and sat at the kitchen table, “but I ran into a little accident.”“Oh no!”  She sat next to him.“I’m fine.  The body of the car is damaged, but everything will be fine.”“Will we be able to leave tonight?”“I can’t see how.  It is treacherous out there.  I can’t take a chance with your life like that.”  His eyes gazed deeply into hers then he abruptly grasped her to him and whispered in her ear, “Oh, Tashia, I love you so much, baby.”  He started stroking her back, and the hairs stood up on her skin.  She shoved away from him and was confronted with his eyes shooting open nearly as wide as his mouth. “What’s wrong?”  She kept staring at him, slowly shaking her head as she stood then took several short steps backwards.  “Tashia, what’s wrong?  Just tell me.”Hoarsely, she responded, “What have you done with Tony?”He frowned at her.  “What?”All hairs were standing on end and her entire body shook without restraint. “I know you’re Terrence,” her voice quivered.  “What have you done with him?” “Are you crazy?  He’s gonna kill her!  Get her out of there!”“Mr. Gerard—”“What’s wrong with you?  Get her out of there!”  It was bad enough they had wired the cabin, but how could they, in hearing what was going on, just sit there?“Mr. Gerard—”“No!”  He violently pulled away from them and almost got loose until two bodybuilder types practically squashed him.Abernathy warned, “Don’t try to pull a stunt like you did in the restaurant again.”“Charles didn’t tell me you were nuts.  That’s my wife in there!”His icy stare cut right through her as he stood facing her, but Tashia stood her ground.  “What did you say?”“I said I know you’re Terrence.”“Why do you say that?”Her chest started heaving and she could not diminish the shaking of her hands by her side. “Be-because you are.”He reached for her hand, but she flinched.  “I’m not going to hurt you.  You don’t trust me, do you?”  She shook her head rapidly.  “I promise.  I will not hurt you.  Look at you.  You’re trembling.”  He started to move closer to her, but she threw her arms over her face and head and crouched down.“Don’t touch me!”“Okay.  Okay,” he complied, now with his voice shaking a bit.  “Please just tell me why you’re so scared?”Tashia placed her trembling hand over her nose and mouth and pushed off the floor to slowly resume her upright posture.  He repeated the question. “B-because I-I don’t know what you did w-with Tony.  Because y-you killed Nathan Langley.”  She tried to swallow then revealed her lips which went into spasms as she rushed in her speech on the last part. “And because I think you’re going to kill me.”“No.  No, I’m not.  I would not hurt you.  Tashia, please stop looking at me like that.”  She had no idea how she was looking at him, but she knew it felt as if her entire body were clothed in ice.  “I will not hurt you, and I did not kill Langley.”She stared at him and examined his expression.  He frowned at her with a palpable worry in his eyes, but there was no way to know if this man was telling the truth. “Y-you didn’t?”“No, I did not.”“Then who did?”“It wasn’t me, but it was my fault.”  She watched him as he raised then drooped his shoulders with a defeated sigh.  “Are you faking?”“What do you mean?”She folded her hands together and pressed them in front of her chest.  They just would not stop vibrating.  “You come in here acting like you’re Tony, you say you didn’t kill Langley, and you won’t even tell me where Tony is!”“I’m not faking anything with you.  I feel horrible about what happened.”“What did happen?  What happened to Tony?  Why aren’t you telling me anything?  Does he know you’re here?”  He nodded.  “I-is he okay?” she whispered.  “Is he alive?”“Yes.  He’s fine.”There was no way any relief could come with his words.  If he was fine, “Then why isn’t he here with you?”  His gaze shifted.  “Tell me!”  She jumped in response to the look he shot at her, but then she realized there was no anger in his eyes.  “Please tell me.”“Tashia, I don’t know how to tell you.”  She started weeping out loud, and her chest started heaving up and down more forcefully as she tried to control the sobs.  He began to reach for her again but then his hand fell when she recoiled from his touch.  “Please don’t cry,” he begged.  “He isn’t hurt.”  She tried to search his eyes for any hope that he was telling the truth but there was no way of being sure.  “He isn’t.”“Where is he?”He let out a deep exhalation and declared, “He left.”“What do you mean ‘he left’?”“I got a tip that you were out here.”“From whom?”“Wiles.  Tashia, you have to promise me that you will not share anything I say to you now with anyone.”“I can’t do that.  I don’t know what you’re going to say.”Tony held his breath.  ‘Oh, Tashia, please don’t say the wrong thing.  God, please don’t let him hurt her.’  He had tried to resist these men, but they had him pinned.  He was helpless again.  His wife was with this madman, and he could do nothing but listen.  God would have to protect her because he certainly couldn’t.  “Please, Lord, protect my Tashia.”“Fair enough, but I have to tell you something.” She asked him what that was. “If you do tell anyone I’ve said these things, I’ll deny it.”“So it will be my word against yours.”“That’s right.  I don’t mean this as a threat, but it won’t be so much that they don’t believe you as it is that they believe me.”“Well, what is that if it isn’t a threat?”  She heard the attitude in her voice and took a deep breath.  The last thing she wanted to do was anger him.  She wiped away the tears, which were barely starting to subside.  Somehow, no matter what words next left his mouth, she had to maintain her composure.  Doing that for her, though, was sometimes like asking a tied pig not to squeal.“It’s the truth.  There are too many people and too many factors to back up my story.”“What happened to Tony?”‘Tashia, don’t get exasperated with him.’  “We’ve got to get to her.  If she keeps talking to him that way, he’s going to flip, and he will hurt her.”  This calm approach was not working any better than his raving one.He did not seem bothered by her frankness.  “Wiles was going to have the two of you killed.”  She gasped.  “Yes,” he answered what he seemed to assume was her unspoken question as to if that was true.  Of course, she knew that was probably the plan all along but please, no.  He could not have killed Tony.  He had to be alive.  “You knew too much about him, and he was sure you’d share anything Tony did not know with him.  I didn’t want you killed.  He owes me big time, so he conceded with one stipulation.”“Which was?”“There had to be a way to get Tony out of the picture permanently.  I told him Tony’s life could not be taken because, if there was ever some way for you to find out and you did, you’d never forgive me.”  He had that right.  This, she decided to keep to herself.“We worked out a plan, which Wiles and Regal offered to him tonight.  He had stopped by this convenience store,”—she knew the one—“and they brought him into the car.”“Are you trying to say he went willingly?”“No, not at all.  This guy who works for Regal had him at gunpoint.”  He added hurriedly probably due to a look of stark terror across her face, “That was only to get him to get into the car.”“How do you know all of this?”“I was there while they made the deal.”“ ‘Deal’?  What deal?”“They gave him 2.5 million dollars cash.  They should be driving to Chicago right now.  It’s not snowing there, so they should have no trouble catching the plane.  They will fly with him to some Pacific island, which he actually chose.  He is set there for life, but he would not go until he made sure his father was cleared.  They let him call Mom.  He told her it was Tony, and he was just calling to see about his father.”  This stuff, these things Terrence was saying were insane.  “He cried like a baby.  I could hear her screaming because she was so happy to hear from him and hear that he was okay.  She told him that his father had been cleared.”  He paused then ended, “They found evidence that clearly pointed to Nathan Langley.”Tashia looked ahead in dead space, her face frozen. “Tashia, are you all right?”  She did not answer him.  “Tashia?”  He held her hand, and this time she did not pull away.  She nodded slightly.  “Do you want me to go on?”  She tried to say yes, but nothing came out of her mouth.  Still, he must have understood her because he continued.“To put it in a nutshell, he knows his father is okay, so he felt fine to leave.  He took the money and ran.  Everything worked out for everyone.  Wiles and Regal got rid of the one person who could implicate them.  Well, maybe you could still implicate Regal, but Wiles didn’t really care about that as much as you’d think.  I convinced Regal that I would be able to persuade you to leave him alone because you not doing so would put the lives of others in danger.  My mother would think I was Tony and be happy the two of us were fine.  She would, of course, wonder what happened to Terrence, but she’d be okay.  You would believe I was the one thing I most want to be.”“What’s that?” she uttered.“Your husband.”  The silence was earsplitting, but she could not find any words.  Tashia gaped at him, barely able to comprehend what he had said.  “Tashia, I did not want you to know who I really was.  I wanted to come in here, and for you to believe I was your husband.  For three months I was, and that’s who I want to be now.”She snatched her hand away from his and looked up at him defiantly.  “Are you trying to tell me Tony left me for some money?  Money?” she asked incredulously.“I don’t think that was all that was involved.”“What?  Was his life threatened?  Was mine?”“No.”“Then what?” He did not respond.  “What?!”Terrence rubbed his forehead then mumbled, “He didn’t say much, but I picked up from him that...”“Stop worrying about hurting me, and just tell me!”“I think he was very disappointed when he returned home.  It’s not because he had any reason to be disappointed in you,” he explained apologetically.  “I’m thinking, he’d been stuck in that rainforest for three months, he was anxious to come back to his wife, and, for whatever reason, he was...well, like I said, disappointed.”  She fell into a seat at the table.  “I know it’s not your fault.  He’s a fool.  Who couldn’t want you?”“There’s someone else, isn’t there?”An odd guilty half-grin came to his face, as if he had done something wrong.  “I don’t know, but I got the impression that he and Valerie got very close during that time he was in Hawaii.  I think she might be on that Pacific island, and he was going to meet her there.”Tashia pushed off the table and took to her feet at a snail’s pace.  Her feet had the strangest sensation of sinking into ground as she walked over to the counter.  She leaned on the wooden top and buried her head in her hands.  Soon thereafter, she felt his gentle touch on her shoulder.  “I can’t believe this,” she voiced then turned around and looked at him.“But you do believe me?”“Yes.”“Why?”“Because he’s right.  It’s been horrible since he’s been back.  An absolute nightmare.  We had a long talk a month or so back.  I thought everything was better but apparently not.”“I’m sorry, Tashia, but I am glad you believe me.”“I believe you, but I don’t trust you.”“What?  Why not?”“This Valerie girl must be pretty popular.”“What are you talking about?”  She shook her head and started to walk away from him.  He held her firmly by the shoulders and turned her back to him.  “Tell me.  Please.”“I saw you!  I saw the two of you tearing each other’s clothes off!”He stumbled backward a couple of steps and his gaze was frozen on her. “What?” he finally mouthed.“Instead of what, I think you should be asking when or which time.  I’m sure this was a regular thing for you.”He swallowed hard then denied that it was.“Stop lying to me!” she yelled.  “What makes me the maddest is that I care so much.  Why should I care?  You weren’t really married to me.”“Then why are you angry?” He took a couple of steps toward her with his hands extended.  “Don’t be afraid.  You’re trembling again.”“I’m trembling out of anger.  Not fear.  Well... ” she hesitated.“Well what?”“I guess that’s not entirely true.  I am scared.” He asked her what frightened her.  “The feelings I’m having.  The feelings I have.”  He looked at her questioningly.  “I hate this!  I shouldn’t be telling you this.  You betrayed me,” she cried.  “How can I trust you with my feelings?”“Because I won’t abuse them.”  She snorted.  “Tashia, I do love you.  Please believe me.  I know when you’re talking about with Valerie and me.  It was right before you disappeared.  It was when I went over to her house.  Don’t you see?” he pleaded with her.  “She had helped me for years.  She thought we’d be together.  So did I, but my heart had turned toward you.  I thought I loved her, but I never did.”“I’m confused.”He purported that Valerie was seriously doubting his feelings for her.  A lot of people were depending on her continued cooperation, and Terrence was one of them.  He claimed that he was so glad that she was hardly at their business.  “The rare times that she was in town, though, she always wanted me to reassure her of how I felt for her.”“And you reassured her by letting her tear off your clothes?”“No, I didn’t.  I tried to avoid that as much as possible.  That was how she understood love.  I tried and tried.”  He claimed that he had no excuses that time.  He didn’t have an urgent meeting.  Even if there were something he could say, she wouldn’t have believed him.  “This had happened too many times before.”“How many times, Terrence?  How many times did you make love to her?”“I never made love to her.”“How many times did you have sex with her since you and I were supposedly married?”  He mumbled something.  “What?  I can’t hear you.”“Three.  All right?  Three.  I’m sorry.  I’m sorry.  I wish I could take it back.”“Was it because of me?  Was it because I was not pleasing you at home?”“No!”  He shook his head adamantly.  “It was because of everything I just told you.”  He looked at her pleadingly again.  “Tashia, I love you, and you love me, too.”“How can you say that?”“Like you said earlier, because it’s true.  You wouldn’t have been so upset by this if you didn’t.”  She looked down at the tile ashamedly.  He gently tilted her face up toward his.Her eyes began to well up, but she hurriedly wiped them.  “That’s why I’m so scared.  How can I trust you?  I know you’re not my husband, but I think of you more like that than I do Tony.  When he came back, I missed you so much.  I felt so guilty because I wanted you back.  What type of person am I to want someone like you back?”  He froze.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean that to sound so horrible.”He swallowed then told her it was all right.  “I definitely deserved that.”  He placed his hands on her shoulders and repetitively ran his hands up and down the sleeves of her coat.  Next he began to remove her coat but stopped when she shuddered.  “I hurt you.  I never want to do that again.”  He stared in her eyes for a few seconds and then said, “You said you felt like I was your husband.”She was not sure if he was asking a question, but she responded, “More than Tony had been in a long time.  Probably ever.  When you came in here tonight, you touched me, you looked at me, and you spoke to me like he never has.  You make me feel like there is no one more special in your world.”  He placed his hand softly on the side of her face and told her there wasn’t.“But how can I believe that?”He gently leaned her against the counter and continued to stare in her eyes.  She waited breathlessly.  After almost a full half a minute, he told her pointedly, “Tashia, you mean everything to me.  That’s why I’m about to lay it all on the line for you, but what I’m about to tell you cannot leave this house.  Do you trust me enough to be able to make that promise now?” She nodded slowly.  He looked at her for a few more seconds as to make sure then suggested that she take a seat. She did.  Right on the floor with her back against the cabinet.  He sat in front of her and peered in her face before speaking.  “I’m telling you this because I want to come as clean with you as I can.  I have been very vengeful.”“No.  Really?”He smirked.  “Okay.  That’s fair, but do you know what happened to me when I was a child?”“Your parents sent you to an institution.”“Yes, and I always felt like that was my father’s fault.  To tell you the truth, I still do.  I thought about finding a way to get him off the hook because I knew it would make my mother happy, but even that was not enough.  I only helped him because Tony would be out of the picture, and I could have you. “He recounted that he and Valerie met some time back.  She was a genius at computers and technology.  Through a long chain of events, they found out where his father worked.  She got close to his boss, Wiles.  “Real close.”“What do you mean?”“Valerie has always used her body to get what she wants.”“Oh.”  Tashia blushed.“They had an affair.  She had him wrapped around her little finger.  All she planned to do was have him find out for her whatever dirt he could on my father and on Tony.”“Why?  Is that another stupid question?”“None of your questions are stupid.” He pinched her chin and smiled at her.  “They’re just sweet.”  Terrence said he figured he could make their lives miserable if they were exposed in some way.  There was nothing on Tony, although it could have been conjured up if the need arose, especially with what she put on his computer.  “Do you know about that?”  She nodded.  “Things just fell into her lap as far as my father was concerned.  Wiles told her all about Princess Lenei.  He told her how he set my father up to look as if he’d killed her.  He had an affair with Lenei.”“Your father,” she stated.“Him too, but I’m talking about Wiles.  Lenei tried to call it off.  He got very angry with her and killed her in a fit of rage.  She was at my father’s house.  I’m not sure if he went to sleep with a dead body next to him or how that all worked.  All I know is when he saw her, he, Langley, and Oslo put this other guy in bed with her.  That guy was your father.”  Tashia shivered.  He stopped but she told him to continue.  “Higgins was not involved yet.” Tashia knew better.  Perhaps Terrence didn’t.“They came up with this elaborate plan to hide the body, which my father followed.  So did yours, although he wasn’t for it.  Higgins wasn’t really either.  Langley and Oslo knew Wiles and Lenei were having an affair.  Nothing was ever said, but they did not believe my father murdered her.  They knew it was Wiles.“Meanwhile, Valerie is trying to get close to Tony to see if she can find out anything on him.  She does but not exactly in the way I’d hoped.  At first, I’m thinking if he was disloyal to you, you might be able to wind up with me.  After all, he cheated on you.  I was the rejected son.  I could treat you and I would treat you better than he ever did.  It might take some time for you to get over the facial similarities, but I was sure you’d see past that to what was inside.  You are looking at me like I’m absolutely crazy, and I probably was.”  Tashia had not realized that she had been gawking at him.  And she could not stop.“At first, I didn’t tell Valerie this was my plan.  I didn’t know that I’d wind up wanting to be with you.  I just wanted to ruin his life by taking his wife even if for a short time.”“Why?”“Because his life should have been mine.”  Tony was the favorite son.  Terrence thought his mother even loved him more.  “Why was he so lucky?  He had a lot of money.  He had a beautiful wife.”  Tashia frowned.  Beautiful? Terrence did look at her as if he thought she was.  “Life was too good to him, and it always had been.  It was time for him to see the rough side for a while.”He told Valerie that he wanted her to destroy his marriage, and she tried.  At that point, Tony resisted.  “At the same time, you apparently were finding out a bunch of information related to your father’s death.  Wiles was not pleased.”“Who murdered my father and mother?”“Wiles had them killed because your father was getting too close to the truth.  Oslo, his henchman, gave the word when they returned from their trip then Langley killed them.”  Tashia’s face quivered and her temple pulsated as she resisted the tears.  She wanted...no, she needed him to finish.  “Valerie helped Wiles by rigging up a recording of my father and someone who was supposed to be Lenei.  I tell you, she’s a genius.  She mixed in different voices and got the desired effect.  Wiles was very pleased with the result.  I don’t know how she does these things,” he marveled.  The tape was to serve as evidence that his father killed the princess.  Into Tashia’s mind flashed the sickening murder she had heard on the recording Charles played for them.  The FBI had to know there were two tapes.  If nothing else, Abernathy knew first-hand what Higgins had provided.  “Valerie also had Tony’s and my father’s offices rigged for Wiles some time back.  He knew everything they did.  She had back-ups that she and I reviewed.”“This helped you to get an idea of how Tony acted.”“Exactly.  I memorized and practiced his gestures, his tone of voice, everything about him for years.  She saw him in job-related social settings as well as through work functions and gave me extensive information.  When those men beat him, they managed to slip additional bugs into the house.  I was one of the men, and I’m the man who placed the devices.”‘And we had most of them destroyed.’  He had to know that. Meanwhile, Valerie was rewiring a system so everything that occurred in that house would be heard and seen by all those interested, including Wiles, Regal, and Terrence.“You have got to be kidding.”  Her mind raced back to anything incriminating they could have gotten on them in the area where the surveillance was not disarmed, but her thoughts were not clear enough to recall.Valerie’s affair with Wiles was still steadily going on at this time.  He did not know about Terrence nor was he aware of her prior attempt at seducing Tony.When Regal found out Tashia’s memory had returned, he was going to murder her with his bare hands.  By that time, they were aware that Terrence was in the picture.  “They knew I wanted my brother to suffer, but I said he would suffer most if his own brother took his wife away from him.  I told them I would take care of you.  They thought I meant I would take care of you, and I didn’t correct them.”  For added insurance, Langley threatened Tashia.  “Oslo had been trying to scare you in Indianapolis because they did not realize at first that your memory was gone.  When they did, they wanted to ensure that you would not act on it if it returned.  Myers only got into it by trying to scare you at your school but then he decided to have no further involvement.”  She asked him if his feet shuffled when he walked.  “I think so.  I’m not sure.”Terrence shifted closer to her and held both her hands which immediately began to sweat.  But she did not pull away this time.  “The more I saw of you, Tashia, the more I wanted to be with you.”  He shook his head as if she had asked him a question.  “It wasn’t because of how beautiful you are, even though you are.  It was because of how sweet you are.  I was falling in love with you, and Valerie seemed to be picking up on this.  If my brother were out of the picture permanently, I could have you.  There was only one way for that to happen, so I had Valerie kill him, or so I thought.  Before she went to college, she was in the Marines, and she was lethal.  I would not mess with that girl.”“Why did Valerie think you wanted to be with me?”“She suspected the truth, but I said it was only in order to be able to be thought of as Tony by everyone.  I told her I would make sure our marriage had problems and I would divorce you soon.  Then I could eventually marry her, and we could live in that house together.”“And she bought that?”“I think she was just hopeful.  In some way, I thought that might have been what would really happen.  However, when I got into that marriage with you, there was no turning back for me.  The biggest problem I had was figuring out how to tell Valerie without her exposing me.  I thought there were too many people and factors involved for her to do something stupid like that, although you never know how she can work things.”She looked at his hands and he allowed hers to slip out of his.  She took a deep but inaudible breath.  “What about Langley?  Why is he dead?  How is it that you were able to take over Tony’s identity?”Terrence explained that he overheard Langley talking to Myers.  “From how I heard things, I was convinced he was going to make a deal with the FBI to expose Wiles.  I told Wiles this, and the man was dead within an hour.  It turns out that Myers was the one who was going to talk, and he has been missing ever since.  I know he ran.  I don’t know if he’s dead.”“Terrence, this is too much.  Why are you telling me all of this?”“Because I want you to be able to trust me.”“But do you trust me?  What if I told someone about everything you’ve said?”“I’d deny it.  Besides, you wouldn’t lie to me.  Listen, Tashia, I am your husband.”“What are you talking about?”When Tony’s and Terrence’s fingerprints were taken, their prints were conveniently switched.  Now Terrence’s prints were permanently registered as Tony’s.  She asked how someone could do that.“You would be amazed at what people can do when they have the means and the incentive.”“I’m not talking about the technical aspect.  I mean, wasn’t this someone in the FBI?”  ‘Okay, that’s really a naïve question, Tashia.’“Sure.  Thomas.”“The one from the restaurant?!  The one with Abernathy?!”“Yes.  There is corruption all over.  Think about it.  Wiles is the Secretary of Defense.  He’s been selling secrets to the Pakistani government for years, infiltrating drugs into the country, prostituting children and women.  He’s ol’ massa but thousands of miles away from his plantation.  He has committed murder and framed two men, no, three men for it.  Your father, my father, and now Langley.”  His upper lip curled and he spoke as if his mouth were full of rotten food.  “Some of the highest-ranking officials in the government have maintained this major cover-up for over thirty years.  Regal got in on it and tried to have you murdered after you saw him having his wife killed.  He allowed the two of you to be dropped to the floor of the Potomac River.  They have had you and Tony and your friends under surveillance for years.  Regal got his girlfriend and her kids involved in kidnapping your friend’s daughter as a warning to you.  They have had you under duress.  Langley threatened the life of your students if you revealed the truth.  What type of people do you think you’ve been dealing with?“That is not to say I’ve been a little boy scout.  I’ve lied.  I’ve cheated.  I almost killed, but I never have.  I let my father go to prison for something he did not do and thrived on it.  My conscious has only recently been getting to me because I’ve felt all this time that I’ve been entitled.  Now, I don’t know.  I thought all of them were so horrible.  Then I compare myself to them, and I’m not so sure I’m that great.”“Terrence, at least you can admit that.  Could they?”“And someone as beautiful as you speaks to me that way.  Someone as beautiful as you actually cares about me.”“How could I not care about you?  You are worth it.”“Tashia.”  He stood and reached down for her.  She took his hand and he gingerly guided her so she could stand in front of him.  He started taking off her coat.“What...what are you doing?”He repetitively smoothed her chin with his fingertips.  “I want to make love to you.”Her heart had to have stopped beating.  “I—I—I can’t.”He resumed sliding her coat off of her shoulders and she grabbed it at mid-arm.“I’m married.”“He left you.  You’re married to me now.”She shook her head.  “Ter—”“Tony.  I have the same birthmark.  I have his complete identity except my heart only has room for you.  Tashia, I am your husband.  I’ve been more of a husband than he’s ever been to you, and I plan on being a lot more than that.  I will spend the rest of my life trying to make you happy.”She stared at him, speechless, as he finished removing the coat, which slid down the back of her legs onto the floor.  He started to untie her robe, but she clasped both of his hands in hers.  “I don’t think I can do this.”  A Gordian knot had formed in her stomach.“Where is he?”“Not with me,” she said in almost a questioning tone.“That’s right.  I’m with you, and I’m going nowhere.”  He kissed her neck, and her breaths became short and rapid.  “Your little body is trembling.”“I’ve never been little and I’m definitely not now,” she panted.“You are absolutely beautiful to me.  I promise you.  I will take care of you, and I will take care of our baby.  I will never abandon you.”His lips glided up her neck, and he started kissing her slowly and softly all over her face.  Now she could really hardly breathe.  She kept trying to swallow, but air kept getting caught in her throat.  “T—T— Listen, I need to go in the bathroom and calm down.”“I don’t want you calm for this.”She smiled nervously.  “But you want me conscious.”  His chuckle was almost like Tony’s.  “I’m going to clean up a little bit and catch my breath.  I’ll be back.”When she came out of the bathroom, the lights were dim, and his shirt was off.  This was it.  The day of her death had arrived.  This could not be happening.  He waited for her to come over to him, but when she did not move from the bathroom door, he went over to her.  He took her by the hand and led her to the far end of the room right next to the bed.  Her knees felt as if they would buckle.  He whispered in her ear, “Tashia, I love you,” as he started to slide her robe and nightgown off her shoulders.BOOM!  She felt herself being yanked across the room behind the now open door.  A barrage of men pounced on Terrence and started reading him his rights.  Terror filled his eyes.  She turned around.  “Tony!!!”  He, the one who had snatched her away from Terrence, was now wrapping her in her robe and warming her.She turned back around and looked on in horror.  Abernathy was one of the men starting to take away the handcuffed Terrence.  His head hung low and shoulders slumped, he did not look as if he had the wherewithal to try to escape at the moment.  “Wait!”  Tony tugged on her, as she began to walk away from his embrace.  She looked up at him and begged, “Please.”  He hesitated but then let go.Tashia walked over to Terrence.  She felt everyone’s eyes on her, but she could not take hers off of Terrence.  “I am so sorry.”“Tashia—”“No.  Listen.  I did not want to trick you.  I didn’t know any other way.  There is one thing I definitely did not lie about, and that is you are worth caring for Terrence.  There is something very special inside of you.  You need to nourish it.  Valerie saw it.  I couldn’t miss it.  I am so sorry.”  Her eyes instantly brimmed with tears.  Partially because of Terrence.“There is no need to be.  For me, deceit is pretty natural.  You don’t know how to handle it, and that’s good.  I lied about Tony, but I didn’t lie about anything else.  I do love you.  Every other word I said about everything and everyone is true.  I will probably pay for admitting it, but I needed you to know that.  You made a promise to my brother, and you kept it.  I could never fault you for that.”Her bottom lip started quivering.  “Maybe they’ll work out a deal with you.”“Maybe.”  With that, they led him out, but Abernathy remained.Tashia walked back over to her husband.  She noticed Terrence had not once looked at him.  If only he could forgive.Tony held her tightly to him and cried like a baby.  She sobbed with abandon too as she clenched onto him.  “I’m sorry, Tony.  I did not know what else to do.”  He just bawled.  “I was scared to death that he had killed you.  He told me the truth.  You’re alive!!”Tony held her at arm’s length and managed to speak.  “What would you have done if we had not gotten here when we did?”  The devotion in his tear-filled onyx eyes pierced her soul.“I have no idea.  I probably would have passed out.  I couldn’t have gone through with it.”“You had me terrified.  You thought I was dead, but I thought I was going to hear him murder you and not be able to do anything about it.”They had not even noticed that Abernathy had left until he called out, “Here it is.”  They looked in the bathroom and saw the wire Tashia had taped behind the toilet.“You were wired?  Are you nuts?”“I had to help out your father.”“I’m sorry.”  He hugged her again and she closed her eyes as she relished the soothing sound of his voice.  It was not his words.  It was that they were coming from him.  “It’s just that when I heard all this static and then the sound go dead, I didn’t know what to think.  I thought this place was bugged and he’d found it and crushed it.”“No.  I agreed to do it.  I had to get that thing off before it burned a hole into me.  I was sweating like a pig.” She could feel Tony’s face against hers and knew he was smiling.“I thought you had no idea anyone was listening.”She knew.  Abernathy had told her.Tashia ran into him when she opened the door after Tony had been gone an hour to see if he might be coming back.  When she saw the agent, she wanted to flee, but she soon found out his reason for being there.  They did not know who the real Tony was, but they intended to find out.  He, as they now discovered, suspected that his gargantuan partner, Thomas, was involved in illegal operations connected with Terrence.  When Tashia first heard that they knew one of the brothers had just come to town, and he might be Terrence, she was both incensed and terrified.  Why wasn’t he trying to find him, so he did not get to Tony?  They had lost track of the newcomer.  They would try to locate him, but he might have found his brother first.Although scared stiff, she consented to help.  While she felt terrible about the means, her assistance brought decades of lies to the light.  Abernathy had the truth from the now defunct Higgins and Terrence’s story lined up with his.  Still, it bothered her that she had lied to Terrence.  There was something else that was getting to her.She put her hands on the side of her husband’s strong face and stared in his eyes.  “Tony, did you hear everything I said?”  He let her know he had heard nearly everything.  “I didn’t mean it.  I love you!  I don’t feel that way about him.”“I know.  You don’t have to explain.  You are very brave.  You are so brave.  I am so proud of you.”“Then why are my knees still knocking together?”“Being brave doesn’t mean you’re not scared.  It means you do the hard things even when you’re scared.”  He held her again and said in his beautiful low voice, “We’re okay now.  We’re together.”  Abernathy thanked her and left.  They were together.  They prayed that nothing would ever separate them again.EpilogueTashia and Tony stayed in Indiana another week so they could make it to Kara and Darin’s wedding the last week in March.  What a beautiful wedding.  The light snowfall added to the splendor of the day.  And who would show up to add more joy but Don, Chona, and their one-year-old little guy.  Tony hit it off...with all three of them.  The two couples and their little ones were sure to have a good time together when they returned to the East Coast, as Don and Chona had purchased a home from where they would also do their work in Hyattsville, Maryland.The last thing Tashia expected was for anyone’s profession to come in handy in Indianapolis because the last thing she wanted to do was have their baby there.  Nonetheless, life has a way of throwing surprises not the least of which was former midwife and current naturopath Chona delivering Tony and Tashia’s exactly 5 lb. baby boy the day they were supposed to be on the road to make it back to the East Coast...nearly two months premature but with hardly any time spent in the Neonatal Intensive Care Unit.  Little Bradley Anthony Gerard was named in honor of Tashia’s father and her husband, the two men whom she held in the highest regard.  Tony’s name was actually not Anthony, but the sound of Bradley Tony Gerard was nothing musical to his ears.With concern of extended travel with such a small baby and with his birth scare, they remained another two months.  Indianapolis was growing on Tashia a little bit and was certainly lovelier in April and May than March.  However, both she and Tony were glad to hit the road and join Don, Chona, and little Antreas over on the East Coast.  Unexpectedly, Tashia felt the sudden pressure of sadness on her chest as they drove away from the cabin.  Maybe it was the postnatal hormones but she knew it was also because she would miss her wonderful friends.  She could not help her smile, though, when she recalled that they should be out for the wedding of Evan and his bride in November.It would also be good to be in their own Carroll County house and now with their baby.  Tony had not been home in nearly 9 months.  He was sure to have missed it greatly.  She glanced at him as he drove their little family out of the state.  He was not the same man who had flown with her to Maui that past August.  He loved Christ more than he loved anyone and from that sprung greater love for others, especially for her and their son.  His eagerness when he discovered something new in the Bible left her almost speechless with joy as he would express his amazement at some truth with the innocence of a child but also with the remarkable wisdom of an aged adult.  It was difficult for him to pray with her but she would hear him pray over the baby’s cradle or quietly kneeling by their bed.  She did not push him.  And sometimes he would make the effort.  The change the Holy Spirit was making in him not only in knowledge but in action blooming from a transformed heart might never cease to amaze her.The time they spent in Indiana seemed to have produced another change in Tony.  He, the man who if not participating in a sporting event, would be glued to the set and oblivious to anyone near him, did not seem to miss television, radio, or internet.  Tashia figured their time away might have been an unexpectedly nice reprieve for him and after they got over that initial communication hump, it was certainly wonderful for their marriage.  Going back to Maryland would be good, but some of the old life was sure to come with the return.  She did not bring this up to Tony nor did she need to, as he shared with her on their ride back home that he didn’t see himself returning to the way things used to be.“Nothing is wrong with sports but I think I made it into a sort of god to me. Bowing the knee to the altar of the NFL and every other league under the sun.”  He held her hand and gave her the gentlest smile.  “I don’t see myself going back to that and I definitely don’t want our son’s life to be consumed with work and sports then sports and work.”  Tashia’s heart sang.  “Consumed” was probably too strong of a word to describe Tony, but it was sure nice to not have to periodically take backseat to a game since they were reunited.  If she had to take that role again, she would accept it and hope that someday things would change.“The things that seemed so important to me before...” He rubbed her hand then kissed it tenderly.  “They’re really not.  The Lord is.  You and our precious baby are.  I want to enjoy each moment God grants me on this earth making the most out of the life He’s given me.” She looked at the flawed, beautiful, wonderful man who was her husband as they left the flat land of Indiana behind and his words rung melodiously in her ears.  God was indeed changing him, as he was changing her.  Now they were on this ride together with little Bradley coming along with them and she could not have been more content.More good news mixed with startling news reached their ears while they were still in Indiana.  Dad had gotten off with time already served behind bars.  Wiles and Regal were indicted.  They would serve a life sentence each for murder in the first degree with no chance of parole.  Tashia supposed the country would have to accept the other candidate or the elite would need to find someone to replace Wiles.  The albino, Oslo, was charged with second-degree murder and would stand trial for Langley’s murder.  Myers was never found.  Nor was Valerie.  No one was charged with the crimes in Southeast Asia although it was all over the news...briefly.  Somehow planned genocide and abuses could be made to slip out of the public’s memory in the barrage of seemingly important events in the media and the treadmills of life of the average citizen when it was to the benefit of the absolute most powerful on the planet that these evils continued.Sometimes, however, some of the evil men cannot bear their punishment.  Wiles killed himself and Oslo joined him in the pit less than 24 hours later.The murderers of Princess Lenei, Bradley and Rachel Burroughs, Charlotte Regal, and Nathan Langley might have received their just desserts but that was not enough for Tony and Tashia.  While they never felt God calling them to go to another country to do some small part to stop wrongs, they did have the assurance that this was their calling in the U.S.  Tony did not bother to look into whether or not he would be welcomed back to the Department of Defense.  That old life held not the slightest bit of interest for him.  Paul, his college buddy, had joined the business with whom he thought was Tony solely because he wanted a partnership in security and technology.  The story of his motive that had been fed to Tashia was as false as any.  Once the authentic Tony broached the possibility of offering these services to underground grassroots organizations, some of them Christian, that were working to free the sex slaves right on American soil, he was all for it.  And so was Tashia.Her teaching career bloomed in one of these organizations with her instructing some of these girls and boys who were liberated along with their own children, Baggie, as they called Bradley Anthony, and their two adopted girls. Two girls freed from becoming victims of these potential horrors.  One from Pakistan and one from the Sudan.  No one who took part in this life-changing work was richly rewarded financially speaking because of limited donations.  All money came from sponsors.  Wonderful people who contributed economically to make what they were doing possible.  Tashia could not have been more grateful for these people, many of whom were anonymous.  She thought of them and never felt more used by God than when she was teaching the little ones to know Christ nor the few times she had the opportunity to reunite them with their families in the love of Christ.  Sadly, many never returned because either it was their parents who sold them in the first place, their parents were killed, or their family members simply could not be found.  There was much heartbreak in the ministry but there was much more joy.Good ole Uncle Charles never seemed happier than when he became involved in the sting operations –all voluntary on his part and with the help of law enforcement associates—that resulted in the release or prevention of the kidnapping of an unsuspecting young child.  He did not work directly with Tashia nor with Tony.  They all had the same goal, however.  And they all encountered the same thing.  Danger.  Yes, all of them faced danger but life was not meant for them to live in a bubble while others suffered.There was one who suffered much and had in turn caused much pain.  Terrence.  As Tashia had hoped, he did get a sweet deal.  He got out in a year’s time, but he did not stay in Maryland.  What he did do was stay in touch with his family, and they kept in touch with him.  The healing process was long, but there was much forgiveness on all parts.  Finally, after three years, he returned to Maryland.  He brought his new bride.  There was a change in him.  He said it started when he met Tashia.  Something about her sweet godly spirit softened his hardened heart.  He and Lena, his wife, assimilated into their family.  At first it was difficult, but the ease came with time.  He knew he was loved, and that was all he ever wanted.  That is what we all want...a love that will not be separated.“For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord”(Romans 8:38-39).NOTHING IN TIME SEPARATING
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