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      It’s a bright October morning when I’m awakened by the overwhelming smell of pumpkin spice. That’s right. Pumpkin spice. It smells horrible, like it’s been festering. Or maybe it was homemade, poorly. The aroma is burrowing its way deep into my nose and mouth. I’m still trying to orient myself, so can’t be sure, but I think it’s beginning to make my eyes burn. I scan the room quickly to try and identify the source of this most unwelcome attack on my olfactory organs. Nothing makes sense. The place is small. I think I’m in an apartment. Or maybe a dorm. I’m in a tiny bed that looks like it barely sleeps one person, yet I’m hanging onto an edge as if someone has been here with me. I’m completely naked and, without having had any say in the matter, my manhood is standing up at attention. I’m laying under a dingy comforter that has a cartoon kitty printed across the top. It’s tacky, but at least I have something to cover myself with. The room is hot like an oven. I don’t think it’s all that cold outside. The mystery person responsible for the aggressive pumpkin spice must also be blasting the heat. It’s all too much. Finally, my eyes rest on an open closet chock full of trashy party dresses and female U.S. Air Force uniforms. Ah, yes. Now I remember. 

      Stephanie Skogg. She’s been working in the supply room here on base in our nation’s capital for the past few months. Until last night, we had exchanged nothing more than pleasantries when I’d check equipment in and out. I have a strict policy about not being intimate with women I don’t know during one-night stands and, as usual, I’ve kept to myself for months. I think it’s a bad idea to pick up strange women in general, but my Uncle Liam has always stressed upon me the additional vulnerability we active-duty servicemen face. He’s nearly two decades older than I am and he’s been in the Air Force almost that much longer. He has been around long enough to see opportunistic women looking to get pregnant and secure a cushy ride via a military man. He says it’s especially dangerous when working abroad, since foreign women might have their sights set on a path to American citizenship. It’s a sad story: a military man meets a foreign woman and falls in love, then she divorces him unceremoniously once she and her extended family members are legally settled in the United States. I’ve been around long enough to see it play out myself. Start to finish, the whole dramatic episode happens faster than you’d think. I have absolutely no interest in that racket. 

      As sometimes happens though, I was feeling the itch to get a woman’s body into my hands. It doesn’t matter how busy I stay or how much I try to focus my mind on other things. Masturbation only holds me for so long. I have a ravenous sexual appetite and sometimes I need to devour a soft, sensual woman to stay sane. I haven’t met anyone I can envision myself in a serious relationship with yet, so from time to time, I tend to get between the sheets with a woman I know casually. Typically, this means a woman from work. I figure they’re safe bets. They go through the same Air Force-mandated testing for STDs I do and they have their own financial and job security. Stephanie Skogg is being reassigned to the Middle East next week and, I don’t know, I just sort of decided to have sex with her before we parted ways. She was game. We talked about it rationally and came to an agreement before hitting a bar on Dupont Circle last night and getting wasted. The experience was about as romantic as it sounds. I couldn’t bring myself to look her in the eye while we were having sex and I don’t want to hang around her place now. Last night was simply a way to meet a physical need.  

      I frantically check the nightstand beside the bed for evidence of a discarded condom as my pulse begins quickens. Nothing. Instead, my hand lands on a solitary picture frame haphazardly placed under a purple lamp shaped like the same cartoon kitty that adorns the bedding. The photo is of a young couple, their faces beaming with delight as they stand in front of a roaring waterfall. It reminds me of a stereotypical honeymoon picture taken during a once-in-a-lifetime excursion in the wilderness of some touristy island country. The guy looks like your garden variety, high society frat boy. I’m surprised he isn’t wearing boat shoes. I squint hard to focus my eyes. Yeah, that’s Stephanie alright. My foggy mind is working to process the situation when she bounds into the room with two full cups of coffee sloshing around, one in each hand.

      “Hey, you,” Stephanie says as she walks towards me enthusiastically. Her bleach-blonde hair is tucked behind an elastic band and she’s wearing thick glasses that make her look a little cross-eyed. She must have been wearing contact lenses at work. Her skin looks paler than I recall and it’s blotchy. 

      “Hey,” I manage, wondering how I will make my exit without hurting her feelings.

      “I made us some coffee,” she proclaims as she sits down clumsily on the bed beside me, spilling a few drops on the sheets.

      “Thanks,” I say as I grab a cup and take a gulp. I immediately realize my mistake when the spice flavor begins its overwhelming assault on my mouth and throat. Where did she even get this stuff in liquid form? I cough, spitting some coffee back into the mug.

      “Sorry,” she says sheepishly. “I made it too hot, didn’t I?”

      “It’s okay,” I offer as I use my wrist to wipe my mouth. Temperature isn’t the problem.

      “I’m always messing up the coffee,” Stephanie continues. “Sometimes I wonder why I even try.”

      “It’s okay,” I say again, already uncomfortable with the amount of reassuring I’m doing. 

      “I could make us some breakfast,” she suggests. She sounds excited about the idea.

      “That’s nice of you,” I return. “But I have to head out. Busy day today.”

      “Are you working on a Saturday?” she asks.

      “No, not work,” I reply. “I have some other things to take care of.” 

      Stephanie grimaces and leaps off the bed as fast as she plopped down on it. At least this time, she manages to keep the coffee inside her mug.

      “Figures,” she says angrily. “Nobody ever wants to stay and hang out with me the morning after. It’s wham, bam, thank you, ma’am, and then they’re out of here. I must drive people away. Is that happening to you? Do you want to get away from me?”

      I’m not sure how to respond. I don’t want to reinforce all this self-deprecating talk. It’s pitiful, really. Stephanie would probably be much more attractive with higher self-esteem. But I want to get away from her. As fast as possible. I’m regretting my decision to sleep with her in the first place. What was I thinking?

      “Hey,” I say, changing the subject. “Who is that with you in the waterfall picture?”

      “What?” she asks nonchalantly. 

      “The guy,” I say, pointing to the framed photo.

      “Oh,” Stephanie replies. “Well, that’s... Aaron. My husband.”

      “Your what?” I ask, setting my mug of nasty coffee on the nightstand and draping the comforter around my waist as I jump out of bed. “Your husband?”

      “Yeah,” she replies, her voice sounding shaky.

      “You’re married?” I ask.

      “Uh huh,” she confirms. It looks like tears are welling up in her eyes, although it’s hard to tell for certain what’s happening on the other side of those ultra-thick glasses. 

      “You’re married to that guy? Right now?” I ask in disbelief.

      “Yeah,” she says. 

      “Are you two separated?” I ask as I quickly gather my clothing from the floor. 

      “No,” she replies again. “He’s active duty, too, and stationed in South Korea. We haven’t seen each other in seven months.”

      “What the hell, Stephanie?” I ask. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Because I knew you wouldn’t want to be with me if I did,” she says, actively crying now.

      “Damn right, I wouldn’t,” I stammer. “You’re someone’s wife. What is wrong with you?”

      She’s definitely sobbing now. Large tears stream down her face and her nose runs as she raises her upper lip awkwardly and lets out a screechy whine. It’s not attractive. She seemed so much more put together at work. And believable. I had no idea I was jumping into this hornet’s nest. I tell myself to focus on the situation at hand.

      “Look, Stephanie,” I begin. “I was intoxicated last night and I don’t remember everything that happened. Where is the condom we used?”

      “Why?” she asks through tears.

      “Because I want to see it,” I insist.

      “I don’t know where it is,” she whines.

      I’m losing patience quickly. This is a disaster. I need to find that condom and make sure everything stayed put. I think I’ll even run some water through it to check for holes. Fathering a baby with Stephanie Skogg is completely out of the question. I try my best to remain calm.

      “I’ll look for it then. Maybe it fell down,” I say as I search the area below the nightstand. The floor is cluttered and gross. I find old granola bar wrappers and balled up tissues, but no discarded condom.

      “George?” she asks. I don’t like the way my name sounds when she says it.

      “Yeah?” I reply.

      “I don’t think we used any protection.”

      “What?” I ask, desperately. “Are you kidding me right now?”

      “We were both drunk,” she begins. “I remember you getting a condom out of your pocket, but then saying it would probably feel better without it.”

      “Are you serious?” I ask again. “That doesn’t sound like me. I always use protection during encounters like this. I take the matter very seriously.”

      “Oh, I see,” she says sarcastically. “I’m an encounter now. Like an exhibit at a zoo.”

      “Come on,” I clarify. “You know what I mean. We talked about this yesterday afternoon before we decided to go out together. Don’t play the victim now.”

      “No, I get it,” she replies. “I’m nothing but a piece of tail to you. Plain and simple.”

      Stephanie Skogg is testing my good nature. 

      “What you are is a grown woman who agreed to a no-strings-attached night of drinking and sex. I didn’t push or coerce you. I thought that was clear. What wasn’t clear was the fact that you are married. If anyone is a victim here, it’s me. What is Aaron going to say when he finds out?”

      “Oh, poor you,” she says, mocking me.

      I take a deep breath and try again. 

      “Stephanie, I always use a condom. Every single time. I know I must have used one with you last night. Even intoxicated, I wouldn’t skip it. How about the bathroom? Might it be in there?”

      She shrugs callously and waves me toward the tiny room as she sits back down on the bed, pulls her knees to her chest, and wraps her arms tightly around her legs. She looks like a pouty child sitting there. I need to get into the bathroom to put my clothes on, anyway. When I do, I close the door behind me then let the dingy comforter I’m using to cover myself drop to the floor. The bathroom is dirty, too. Piles of Stephanie’s long hairs line the edges of the floor, blobs of toothpaste in multiple colors are caked to the inside of the sink, and a glittery, purple vibrator shaped like a large penis sits on the side of the bathtub in plain view. The phallus has residue on it that looks like it’s been there a while, so I’m guessing she doesn’t wash it between uses. This must be an apartment off-base. I can’t imagine anyone keeping a dorm room on-base this disgusting. 

      I rummage through the trash can, past strings of used dental floss and plastic applicators for tampons. No discarded condom. This whole scene is making me nervous. I get the feeling Stephanie is up to something. I continue my search, rifling through stacks of dirty clothes on the floor. No condom. I try the linen closet. I scour plastic baskets full of expired, crusty lotion, and several more dildos. No condom. Running out of options and growing increasingly concerned, I open the medicine cabinet above the sink. My eyes land on a plastic sandwich bag with a tissue that appears to be wrapped around something. I open it up and, finally, find a discarded condom hidden inside. The ejaculate is pretty fresh, so it must be mine. I thank God and everything holy, then quickly get dressed and plan my exit. I have no idea where I am or where my car is, but I can figure all of that out once I’m safely away from Stephanie and enjoying some fresh, clean air. I’m holding the sandwich bag out in front of me as I exit the bathroom.

      “Stephanie,” I begin, trying to keep my composure. “Is this mine?”

      “I don’t know,” she mumbles, rocking back and forth and hiding her mouth behind her knees. I wonder if something actually is wrong with her. 

      “Stephanie,” I try again, louder this time. “Is this the condom we used last night? I have a right to know. Answer me, right now.”

      “Yes, okay?” she asks, sounding like a delinquent schoolgirl who has been called to the principal’s office. “It’s yours. Congratulations. Are you happy now?”

      I take a deep breath, feeling both relieved and disturbed at the same time. “I’m many things right now, but happy isn’t one of them,” I say.

      “Well, whatever,” she adds, turning her nose up at me.

      “Why did you have this in a sandwich bag in your medicine cabinet?” I ask, almost afraid to hear the answer. “I mean, you have to admit that’s odd.”

      “Just leave me alone,” she says.

      “Yeah, that’s not going to happen until you tell me why you had the condom full of my semen stashed away in your medicine cabinet.”

      Stephanie sits silently and doesn’t seem like she will tell me anything more. I mentally run through the most likely scenarios here. I’ve been trained to think this way, which helps. But I’m perplexed. Although I hate to go there, I can’t help but wonder if she planned to use the contents of the condom to impregnate herself. Why else would you keep semen? Maybe Aaron is shooting blanks, and she figured she’d get pregnant with my kid and tell him it was his. I’m sure there’s a country song that goes something like that. Visions of Stephanie Skogg inserting my semen into her vagina with a turkey baster fill my head and make me shudder. I don’t know if that’s actually what she had planned. But what I do know, for sure, is that my life won’t unfold like a Jerry Springer episode. I’ve got to get it together. Without saying another word to Stephanie, I put the bag of semen in my pocket, pick up the rest of my belongings, and walk briskly away.

      A cold breeze hits my face as the door closes behind me. I feel like I’ve narrowly escaped untold horrors. I’m grateful to have made it out unscathed. I pull my mobile phone from my pocket and dial before even trying to figure out where I am. He picks up after one ring.

      “Good morning, buddy,” my uncle says cheerfully. “What’s up?”

      “Hey, Liam,” I say. “I’ve gotten myself into a bit of a predicament. I need you to come get me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Transient Logic

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      By the time Liam arrives, I’ve walked almost three miles. I recognize the familiar chug-a-lug sounds of his old truck before I even see it. When he isn’t traveling, my uncle likes to spend Saturday mornings working on his red and white 1975 pickup, affectionately called Ruby. He has a brand new truck sitting in his driveway, but he gets a kick out of tinkering with the old one. Old Ruby is warm and welcoming this morning. I gently pull her big, silver door handle, then climb in and slide onto her smooth leather passenger seat.

      “Where to, buddy?” Uncle Liam asks. 

      “To my apartment so I can take a shower,” I reply. “I feel disgusting.”

      “On the way,” Liam confirms.

      I reach up and angle the rear-view mirror my direction long enough to wipe my face and smooth the short hair on top of my head. Liam turns the radio on and whistles along as he drives. He keeps his window down far enough to enjoy some fresh autumn air without letting it get too cold in the cab. It’s a perfect kind of day. There’s an energy that comes with the change of seasons which always invigorates me. Liam is feeling it, too.

      “Are you going to ask me where I’ve been?” I inquire. 

      “Nope,” he replies. 

      “I appreciate that,” I say. “But do you want to know?”

      “If you want to tell me, then absolutely,” he returns. “You don’t have to though, George. You know that. I’ve got your back, one hundred percent. I don’t need to know the details.”

      “I know,” I say. “I’m glad.” Then after a pause, “Dad would be glad, too.”

      Liam nods his head and smiles. He misses his brother every bit as much as I miss my dad. Next month will mark a decade that Alec Hartmann has been gone. In many ways, Uncle Liam stepped up to fill in during my dad’s absence. Liam is also my closest friend. We work together, play together, and confide in one another. I’m incredibly grateful to have him in my life.

      “I’ll try to summarize to spare you the gory details,” I begin.

      “Alright,” Liam replies. “Give it a shot.”

      “You know that blonde chick from supply? Stephanie?”

      “I think so,” he says. “She’s only been around for a few months, right?”

      “Right,” I confirm.

      “She’s the bottle blonde with the caked-on makeup who always looks like she’s trying too hard?” he asks.

      “Yeah,” I say with a chuckle. “Wish I’d paid more attention to that tidbit.”

      “Uh, oh,” Liam returns. 

      “Yeah,” I say again, nodding my head and grimacing.

      “So, what happened?” he asks.

      “Partying on Dupont Circle, then going back to spend the night at her apartment happened,” I answer. “I was so hungover that I woke up not realizing where I was. When I finally remembered, I immediately regretted my decision to go out with her. Let’s just say she doesn’t look nearly as good at home as she does at work. And her apartment is tacky and dirty.”

      “It happens,” Liam reassures. “Don’t be too hard on yourself. You’re a young, good-looking guy. Quite the eligible bachelor. Women will want to be with you. And they can be very persuasive.”

      “Well, there’s more to the story,” I add. “I swear, Liam, it was almost a disaster of epic proportions.”

      “Really?” he asks.

      “I kid you not,” I reply as I pull the plastic bag with the condom out of my pocket and hold it up to show him. 

      “Is that?” Liam asks in disbelief, his eyes getting huge as he looks back and forth between the road ahead and the plastic bag. “What in the hell?”

      “Exactly,” I respond. “That crazy bitch had this in her medicine cabinet. Fresh product here. It has to be mine. And she tried to convince me we didn’t use a condom.”

      “What in the hell?” he asks again.

      “Yeah, and we’re not done yet,” I add. “It turns out she’s married to some guy named Aaron who is stationed in Korea. A picture of the two of them was right there in plain sight on the nightstand.” 

      “Are you serious?” my uncle asks.

      “Serious as a heart attack,” I say. I hear it as it comes out of my mouth. Poor choice of words. My dad died of a sudden, massive heart attack. I shouldn’t throw that phrase around lightly. Liam sits up straighter in his seat and I can tell it bothers him, too. “Very serious,” I correct.

      “Did she mention being married before you two went out together?” he inquires.

      “Of course not,” I say. “You know I wouldn’t have messed with her at all if she had. I’m no home wrecker.”

      “Damn,” Liam says as he ponders the magnitude of the situation. “She had you all lined up for a future you don’t want any part of.”

      “That’s an understatement,” I add.

      “Thank God you had the presence of mind to get yourself out of there with your ‘product’ in hand,” he says with a laugh.

      “Exactly,” I reply. “I feel like I just dodged a bullet.”

      “I’d say you did,” he confirms.

      “What’s going on with me?” I ask. “I can’t keep doing this.”

      Liam shrugs. He’s not the type to criticize. He won’t tell me what to do.

      “You know what? Come to think of it,” I add. “I almost had a situation with a married woman in Vegas last month.”

      “Yeah?” he asks.

      “Yeah,” I continue. “When I was out at Nellis Air Force Base. Several of us drone guys went down to the Vegas Strip together one weekend. This hot brunette was all over me. Leilani was her name. She looked gorgeous. She was from Hawaii and had that exotic island look about her. Long, dark hair with sultry brown eyes, a tiny waist, and curvy, muscular legs on display for my viewing pleasure. It wasn’t all about the physical though. She was intelligent, too. She owns her own company on Oahu and was in Sin City for a conference of executives. We met when we happened to be seated next to each other at a dinner show. We spent the rest of the evening talking and laughing poolside at her hotel, which led to a steamy make out session in an unoccupied cabana.”

      “Sounds amazing,” Liam says.

      “Oh, it was,” I confirm. “I was into it. We had a real connection. I found myself thinking about how to see her again.”

      “Was she married?” Liam asks.

      “Unfortunately, she was,” I reply. “She was running her hand over my pecs when I looked down and noticed a tan line where a wedding ring would be. She was wearing another ring over top to hide it, but that ring slid down just enough for me to notice the tan line and see that it was a different shape that didn’t match up with the ring she had on.”

      “Damn,” Liam says, shaking his head. “You’d hope for better behavior from someone as smart and accomplished as you say she seemed.”

      “I know,” I say. “I was disappointed, to say the least. I asked, and she admitted to being married. I ended things right away.”

      “So it stopped short of getting into bed with her?” Liam inquires.

      “It did,” I say.

      “Good thing,” he replies.

      “Agreed. But what’s going on with these married women?” I ask. “Is it something I’m doing? Or not doing?”

      “Well, you’re doing the right thing by cutting things off as soon as you find out they’re married,” my uncle says.

      “Yeah,” I affirm. “I don’t know though.”

      This conversation is making me realize that I’ve never actually thought about what I want in a woman. I’ve never preferred one specific physical type over another. My tastes in terms of what I find attractive are all over the place. 

      I dated the most gorgeous African American girl during my senior year of high school. Naomi Edwards was my first real girlfriend. She was also my first kiss and, later, my first time making love. At least I can describe it as making love, unlike what happened with Stephanie last night. Naomi and I had a good thing going. We broke up when we graduated and went away to college because life was moving on and we knew our romantic relationship wasn’t meant to continue. We’ve remained friends though. We have nothing but mutual respect and admiration for each other. I thought Naomi was beautiful the moment I first saw her. Her rich, dark skin and her big brown eyes easily captured my heart. She was athletic and her muscular build was beyond sexy. Her round backside and perky, small breasts provided my teenage libido plenty to work with. I was a mess when I first arrived in Ithaca, New York. Dad had just died, and Mom had moved us away from all of my friends and everything I’d ever known in Brooklyn. John Wendell and Grandpa were there for support, but grandparents can’t begin to replace friends when you’re that age. I didn’t expect to feel at home in Ithaca, but Naomi gave me a reason to. 

      I haven’t had a serious relationship since, save for a few repeat dates here and there. That hasn’t stopped me from having plenty of sex though. I’ve been intimate with a wide range of physical types and have enjoyed all of them. I’m not sure I could nail down a preferred ‘look’ if I had to. Maybe I’ll know it when I see it. 

      “Liam?” I begin.

      “Yeah, buddy?” he replies.

      “Did you have a type before you met Estella?”

      “Kind of, sure,” he says with a laugh. “I’ve always liked women with olive skin and long, dark hair. Ethnic types. I love that my wife is from Colombia.”

      “So, when you met her, you knew she was your type?” I ask.

      “Yeah,” he says. “That’s true. I guess that did kind of help me zero in on her right away. But my love for my wife is about so much more than her physical looks. She’s a beautiful soul. Her intelligence, her quick wit, and her artistic talent are but a few of the things that make me wild about her.”

      “That knowing must feel good,” I say.

      “It does,” he says. Then after a pause, “Are you thinking about a future Mrs. Hartmann right now?” 

      I take a deep breath and raise my eyebrows in response to his question. “I don’t know about all that. I guess I’m thinking about how more and more women in my age range are married. Maybe the Universe is trying to bring that to my attention.”

      “That’s one way to look at it,” Liam says. He’s getting a kick out of this.

      “I’m not saying I should get married just because everyone else is,” I clarify. “I’m just twenty-six.”

      “I know,” Liam confirms.

      “But maybe I should start thinking about what I want instead of moving through the dating world aimlessly.”

      “You have plenty of time,” Liam assures.

      “On one hand, probably,” I say. “And that’s been my philosophy. But on the other hand, if I do want a grand love in my life… If I want a family... “

      “You might want to get on with it,” he adds.

      “Maybe so,” I say, fiddling with the seam on the side of my jeans absentmindedly as I talk. “By the time Dad was the age I am right now, I was in preschool. I don’t know whether he thought he had plenty of time or not.”

      “It didn’t turn out that way, did it?” Liam asks.

      “No, it most certainly did not,” I confirm.

      “Well, nephew, what do you envision your future wife being like?” Liam inquires.

      A rush of wetness flows to my eyes and takes me by surprise as we near my apartment. The row houses in Capitol Hill are all decorated for Halloween and, for some reason, I’m noticing couples and families out enjoying themselves together. I remember the Halloweens of my own childhood. I can almost feel the warmth and the weight of the Halloween costumes Mom used to sew for me. I remember the cold air on my little cheeks and Dad’s big, strong hand holding mine as the three of us walked from house to house trick-or-treating. 

      “I’ve never really thought about that,” I say quietly.

      “Why don’t you think about it now?” my uncle prompts. “I’m listening.”

      “Honestly, Liam,” I say. “It’s hard to imagine.”

      “Give it a try, George.”

      I lean my head gently on Ruby’s door frame as I consider what life may hold for me. 

      “I hope she’s kind,” I begin. “I hope she’s smart. And beautiful.”

      “Yeah,” my uncle says, nodding his head and smiling.

      “I hope she’ll be a good mom,” I add. The words barely make it out of my mouth before tears stream down my face. 

      “Awe, buddy,” Liam says as he pulls into a parking spot near my building and shifts Ruby into park. “You want this.”

      “I don’t know,” I manage. 

      My face crumples against my will and I let out a loud sob. Liam puts his arm around me and pulls me in for a hug. I can’t hold back the tears. We stay like that for several minutes before I sit up and try to regain my composure.

      “There’s no shame in yearning for love, George,” Liam says. “True love is a beautiful thing. It’s one of the very best parts of life. Your parents had it. Estella and I have it. John Wendell and your Grandma have it. You’ll have it one day, too.”

      I nod my agreement. “It’s just…” I begin. “Thinking about Dad has me choked up. Until today, I’ve thought mostly in terms of my missing him. I hadn’t considered his perspective of being a young man like me and looking towards a future that didn’t happen. That’s terribly sad.”

      “It is,” Liam agrees. “Alec had dreams of watching you grow into a man.”

      The emotion catches in my chest and I’m sobbing again.

      “My brother had dreams of standing up with you at your wedding,” Liam continues. “I think he hoped you’d want him to be your best man, although he never would have mentioned it if you didn’t ask.”

      “I would have asked,” I say through tears. “You know I would have.”

      “I know,” my uncle confirms. “Alec dreamed of becoming a grandfather. He used to say he’d be the kind of grandparent who would spoil the kids rotten and then send them home tired and cranky, but filled with wonder.”

      I smile upon hearing this. It soothes my aching heart and breaks it all at the same time.

      “I had the best dad,” I say.

      “That you did,” Liam agrees. We sit in silence for a few minutes as we each remember what a fine man Alec Hartmann was.

      “Liam?” I inquire once I’ve collected myself again.

      “Yeah, buddy,” he returns. 

      “Maybe I’ve avoided thinking about having a family of my own because it hurts too much to imagine doing it without Dad by my side.”

      “Awe, buddy,” Liam says. He looks like he’s tearing up, too. “I can understand that.”

      “Do you really? That doesn’t sound crazy?” I ask.

      “Not at all,” he confirms. “George, if and when you want a wife and a family of your own, I’ll be right by your side every step of the way. I know I can’t replace your dad…”

      I stop him mid-sentence with another big hug. I pat my uncle hard on the back as I wrap my other arm tightly around his shoulders.

      “That means everything to me, Liam,” I say. “You’re my uncle and my closest friend. If and when I have a wife and a family of my own, I’ll happily take you up on that offer.”

      I say goodbye to Liam and ascend the stairs to my third-floor loft as I think how ironic it is that I’m talking for the first time about having a wife of my own while physically covered in funk from Stephanie Skogg and her wretched apartment. I make a vow to myself to stop that kind of bullshit. If I want something real and true, I can’t be fooling around and getting myself mixed up with people who are-- at best-- nothing but negative distractions.
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      In the weeks that follow, I sharpen my focus and take inventory of my station in life. As far as my daily routine is concerned, I continue to do the things I’ve always done. I work out regularly, I make sure to get enough sleep, and I eat plenty of fresh, nutritious foods. To a casual observer, nothing has changed. But on the inside, everything has changed. For starters, I no longer make arrangements to have casual sex with my coworkers. The Stephanie Skogg ordeal brought me a clarity I’m not sure I would have found otherwise. Maybe one day, I’ll look back and feel grateful that Stephanie intruded upon my life as she did. Maybe she will have been the wind which turned my sails towards the place where I belong.

      I’m almost finished with my Ph.D. and I’ll be defending my doctoral dissertation soon. I’ve been studying Mechanical and Aerospace Engineering at George Washington University on the Air Force’s dime, so the higher-ups are busy making plans to put my knowledge to best use when I’m done. I won’t officially graduate and go back to active service until May. I expect to receive my duty assignment by early January though. It will be nice to have some time to prepare and plan for wherever it is I’m going next. There are only so many places the military puts those of us who design and engineer drones, so I have a pretty good idea of my options. Luckily, since Uncle Liam is in the same career field, I’m virtually guaranteed to see him now and then even if we aren’t stationed at the same base. I really enjoy having him nearby though. Maybe I’ll get lucky and be allowed to stick around the Washington, D.C. area. From what I understand, the Air Force plans to keep Liam here long term. I’d be happy to join him. I wouldn’t mind a heavy TDY travel schedule if it meant I could home-base here. I know they say not to get too attached to any particular base or duty station, but it’s too late for that. D.C. feels like a home. I’m technically up for reenlistment around graduation time, but I’ve already told my superiors I’m staying in. I’m expected to reenlist, given the fact that the Air Force has supported me through graduate school. I don’t think I’d separate from the military even if I could though. I’m fairly certain I will make a career out of it and stay in until my time to retire. 

      It’s late November now and the trees around our nation’s capital have nearly completed their annual show of color. A smattering of deep orange leaves hangs on desperately against the cold. Although maybe it’s the other way around. Maybe the trees are the ones hanging on in a futile attempt to resist the inevitable. I know how they feel. I want to move in the direction of whatever destiny has in store for me, yet I don’t know exactly how or what will happen. Maybe the trees and I should let go and trust the process. 

      Today is Thanksgiving, and I’m on my way to Liam and Estella’s house for a traditional turkey dinner. I’m excited to spend the day with my uncle and his wife, but am missing Mom, John Wendell, and Grandma, who all stayed home in Ithaca for the holiday. We’ll be eating a holiday dinner together soon enough though. I’m taking two weeks leave at Christmas time and heading north. And besides, John Wendell already called to tell me happy Turkey Day and to chat for a while. I jokingly refer to him as Father Time, because he never misses acknowledging a special day. I can always count on a phone call or a message on my answering machine, a greeting card, and, like clockwork, a check for twenty-five dollars on my birthday. Never a day late. I can even predict what time of day he’ll call. I made sure I was home this morning when I expected to hear from him so as not to miss the chance to talk with my grandfather. We always have lots to talk about. Today, we reminisced about attending the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade together when I was a kid and lived in New York City. He and Grandma would travel from Ithaca to Brooklyn every Thanksgiving to eat dinner with us and go watch the parade in person. It kind of slipped out, but this morning while we were talking, I mentioned how I’d love to take my own kids to the parade someday. 

      Liam and Estella’s house is in Fort Washington, Maryland, not far from the Air Force Base and right on the Potomac River. It’s an older home they bought and remodeled a few years ago. They took it down to the studs and totally redid everything from the ground up, including a cozy outdoor living area near the dock. Estella is a fashion designer, so I imagine that helped when it came time to make remodeling decisions. The result is spectacular. They chose a muted gray-blue color and white trim for the exterior which gives the place a classic coastal vibe. It’s not a huge house, but it’s really well done. It’s an oasis of serenity and calm in an otherwise bustling metro area. I enjoy hanging out here. Luckily, Liam and Estella like to host parties and get-togethers. I’ve spent countless lazy days lounging around the house and evenings drinking beer with Liam out on the dock while being lulled by the gentle movements of the river. No matter what’s going on in my life, this place brings me peace. 

      As I pull into the driveway, I notice a gold Volkswagen sedan with Virginia plates parked around the side of the house. I don’t recognize the car. And I didn’t know anyone else was coming to dinner. I wonder what Liam is up to. Maybe one of the guys from work needed a place to go for the holiday. My uncle has been known to invite stragglers over on Thanksgiving if they’re away from family and would otherwise spend the day alone. 

      I’m greeted by the delicious aroma of turkey and dressing as I walk inside the house and close the door behind me. Underneath my wool coat, I’m wearing one of my nicest button-down shirts in turquoise blue with brown corduroy slacks. Estella likes us to dress nicely for special occasions. I brought wine to share and a homemade pumpkin pie for dessert. I feel my face light up just being here.  

      “Hey, buddy,” my uncle says when he sees me. He’s in the kitchen working on some sort of cranberry dish. He and Estella take a lot of cooking classes together, so, as usual, they’re trying out new recipes. I don’t mind being a guinea pig.

      “Happy Thanksgiving,” I say as I set the bottle of wine down on the kitchen counter. 

       “Get over here and give me a hug, big guy.”

      “On my way,” I say cheerfully as I embrace my uncle. He’s wearing dark slacks and a green v-neck sweater. He has a white striped apron tied neatly around his waist. He looks every bit the part of doting husband on this Thanksgiving Day. 

      “You made us a pie?” Liam asks, smiling.

      “Yeah, I did,” I say. “I can’t promise it will taste as good as the ones you and Estella bake, but it was made with love.”

      “That’s the best way, George,” he replies. “I’m touched.”

      I set the pie down on the kitchen table and take my coat off.

      “Yeah, John Wendell was impressed,” I add. “I was working on it when he called this morning, so I told him all about it. He wants me to make one for him when I’m up there at Christmas.”

      “Nice,” Liam says. “Hey, we’re eating dinner in the formal dining room, as usual.” 

      “Of course,” I say. “We want to make good use of that big table and the water view.”

      My uncle built the farmhouse-style table with his own two hands when the house remodel was first completed. He did an amazing job, right outside in his own garage. He found some simple plans in a magazine at the home improvement store and knocked it out with no trouble. I think he’ll always be proud of that thing. Nearly everyone who sees it asks if he’d build one for them, too. But he doesn’t want to. He insists it was a one-time event.

      “Right,” Liam confirms. “Food won’t be ready for a couple more hours though.”

      “Fine by me,” I say. “I don’t have anywhere else to be today. Can I help you in the kitchen?”

      “No need right now,” Liam says, looking over my shoulder into the next room. 

      “What is it?” I ask as I turn around.

      Before he can answer, I see Estella walking towards us. She’s beaming, all dressed up in her holiday finest and looking as elegant as ever. Standing behind her is a young African American couple. They both appear to be somewhere around my age.

      “George, welcome,” Estella says as she kisses me on the cheek. “I want you to meet my friends, Omar and Bette Henderson.”

      “Hello,” I say as I reach out to shake Omar’s hand, then Bette’s. Now I know who the gold Volkswagen belongs to. Omar is a meaty, dark-skinned guy with a shaved head and broad features. He’s about as tall as I am, but he’s much more muscular. He must lift some serious weights. Although he looks intimidating at first glance, Omar has a big, friendly smile which lets you know he’s a good-natured guy. He’s wearing a tan blazer and a red tie. Bette is almost as tall as her husband and is built like a runway model. She stands much taller than most women, and her unusual height gives her a commanding physical presence. It’s very alluring. She, too, is wearing nice clothing for the occasion, a black and white dress accessorized with bold jewelry and silver, high-heeled boots. I’m sure Estella is loving the fact that her friends look so fancy. 

      “Bette is a colleague of mine,” Estella explains. “She owns a chic boutique in Georgetown that carries my women’s clothing line.” 

      “That’s great,” I say.

      “And my darling husband,” Bette says, looking over at Omar and placing one hand on the back of his neck. “He’s working on a Master’s in Criminology at Howard University. He aims to be employed by the federal government one day, and he thinks this degree will give him an edge.” Her voice is almost sing-songy. She sounds genuinely proud of her man. 

      “It’s good to meet you both,” I say. 

      “Omar and Bette are joining us for dinner,” Liam adds, his voice carrying from behind me.

      “Great,” I say. “The more, the merrier.” 

      Any friends of Liam and Estella’s are friends of mine. I wonder why he didn’t tell me they’d be here though. Maybe they’re a last-minute addition. Or maybe he wanted me to meet them for some reason. I enjoy getting to know new people, so either way, it’s all good. The five of us chat for a while standing up, then Liam suggests that Omar, Bette and I sit down in the living room and turn on some football while he and Estella finish up meal prep. He again insists he doesn’t need help in the kitchen, so we do as he suggests. When we turn on the TV, the familiar sounds of eager announcers and cheering fans take over the room and provide a relaxing backdrop for me to get to know the Hendersons. Omar sits down on the sectional first. His wife follows immediately behind and situates herself close against his side. She crosses her legs gracefully as Omar drapes one strong arm across her legs. It’s as if he’s proudly claiming her as his own. And she’s proudly displaying herself as his alone. I get the idea they have a hard time keeping their hands off each other. I sit down in a chair nearby and make myself comfortable.

      “So, George,” Bette begins. “Estella tells me you work with your Uncle Liam in the Air Force?”

      “That’s right,” I confirm. “We’re lucky enough to be coworkers and friends.”

      “That’s really special,” she replies. 

      “Yeah, man,” Omar adds. “Not many uncles and nephews are all that. You two have got it good.”

      “For sure,” I say. “I wouldn’t trade him.” Liam steps into the doorway when he hears his name, then smiles and turns back around when he realizes we didn’t call for him.

      “He’s quite a guy,” Bette says. 

      “Now, I heard that,” Liam says playfully from the other room. “I thought you were talking about me.”

      “Only good things,” Bette hollers back as we chuckle together. It helps to break the ice.

      I’m curious about Omar and Bette’s life and we have plenty of time, so I figure I might as well ask some questions. “How long have you been married?” I begin.

      “Two years,” Omar answers as his wife lowers her head then reaches up to gently stroke his cheek. “The best two years of my life.”

      “Awe, sweetie,” Bette says. “They’ve been the best two years of my life, too.”

      “Nice,” I say. I imagine I could easily end up feeling like a third wheel in this situation. Mr. and Mrs. Henderson are clearly enamored with each other. I’m willing to bet they’ve been told to get a room a time or two.

      “And if you don’t mind me asking,” I continue. “How old are the two of you?”

      “We don’t mind at all,” Bette says. “Omar is twenty-seven and I’m twenty-six.”

      “That’s pretty much what I thought,” I reply. “We’re all right about the same age. I’m twenty-six.”

      “I know what you’re thinking,” Bette says. “Never thought I’d get married so young. I was twenty-three when we got engaged and twenty-four when we tied the knot. But when I met this beautiful man, I knew I couldn’t let him go. What was I going to do?”

      “We were young. That’s a fact,” Omar adds. “And we’ve never for a minute regretted our decision. I’m head over heels in love with this remarkable woman.”

      Upon hearing this, Bette leaps onto her husband’s lap and kisses him deeply. It’s a little awkward for me to watch, but mostly, it’s sweet. Liam walks back into the room while the Hendersons are still entangled. He pauses when he sees them, then looks at me and winks. I’m getting the idea that he and Estella invited Omar and Bette over so I could see a happily married couple my own age. If my uncle’s plan was to make me long for the love of my life even more than I already do, it’s working. I want her to be here with me right now. I want to drape my arm over her legs as she sits close against me on the sectional. I want to tell everyone how in love I am. I want her to leap onto my lap and kiss me deeply. I don’t want to spend another Thanksgiving Day without her.

      Our cozy holiday dinner goes off without a hitch. The food is scrumptious. Even my pumpkin pie is a hit. When our bellies are full of traditional goodies, the Hendersons say polite goodbyes and head home. Once they’re gone, Estella takes her shoes off and settles into a corner of the sectional to unwind with a novel. Liam and I retreat to the dock to gaze at the full moon which is gorgeous tonight. Its reflection on the water makes the river’s gentle waves especially soothing. The outdoor air is blistery and cold, but thanks to a couple of heaters and our winter coats, we’re warm enough. We sit together in silence as we polish off the rest of the wine bottle. When I stand up to leave, Liam speaks a single sentence.

      “George,” he says. “She’s out there.”
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      As the weeks go by and the days grow shorter, I continue to contemplate what life has in store for me. It’s mid-December now, and the trees have let go of the final remnants from last season’s foliage. The first snowfall should arrive soon. Each new day carries a biting wind which wraps me up and reminds me of the fragility of the human experience. So many things could go wrong. Yet all I have to do is look around at the many happy couples and families in order to know that things could also go right, the pieces falling inextricably into place within a cosmic design that’s beyond my understanding or imagination. 

      I received word from my superiors about a potential duty assignment in Uzbekistan. They want me to head up a drone unit that will run support missions against al-Qaeda in neighboring Afghanistan. I have to decide by January first, and if I accept the assignment they want me to go right away. They say they’ll allow me time to complete my dissertation and then come back to D.C. in May to walk in my university’s graduation ceremony and celebrate the occasion with my extended family. They assure me my professors will cooperate with this plan. The position would be a huge opportunity to advance my career and to potentially make a critical difference in the War on Terror. It would mean living overseas for the next few years though. And Karshi-Khanabad Air Base isn’t the Ritz. I’m told I’d be given a two-year assignment with a strong likelihood of being extended, assuming things go well. I don’t have to accept the assignment, but it’s an attractive offer and my commanding officer knows it. We haven’t even discussed the alternatives. I figure I’ll mull it over while I’m on leave and give them an answer when I return. 

      Today is Friday and I’ve just left the George Washington University engineering department’s research lab for the last time this semester. I’ll travel north to Ithaca to spend the winter holidays with my mom and grandparents once I tie up a few loose ends next week. But first, I have a Christmas party to attend tomorrow night with my Air Force colleagues. It’s being held at an upscale hotel ballroom and we’re supposed to wear a coat and tie, so I’m on my way to Patriot Park mall to pick something up. I call Estella on the way and jokingly tell her I’ll try to select an appropriate outfit on my own, but that I might have to ask her for help. She offers to remain on standby and promises not to laugh too hard if I make a mess of things. I’m wearing a black turtleneck sweater Mom got me a few years ago that features white snowflakes in a row, so I sort of hope Estella doesn’t end up having to join me this evening. I honestly don’t know if the sweater is fashionable or not, but I feel a little self-conscious about it. 

      The mall parking lot is jam-packed when I arrive. It appears the entire population of the D.C. metro area has decided to go Christmas shopping all at once. Good thing I don’t mind crowds. When I walk inside through the sliding glass doors, the first thing I notice is a sappy Christmas love song being played over the speakers. I’m think the singer is Harry Connick, Jr. I used to think only women listened to love songs. The young, single men I’ve known like rap, rock, or heavy metal. Their music is hard charging and fast. It feels like a reflection of their personalities. I’m no exception. I’ve long preferred a rapid drum or bass beat, wailing guitars, and edgy lyrics. These days, though, I find myself listening to slower music, usually featuring male singers who are longing for love or celebrating newfound love. It occurs to me that these men wouldn’t be able to sing these songs with such emotion if they didn’t feel it. Like me, they’re ready to fall in love. Or like Omar, they’ve already fallen in love and they want the world to know it. I’m not saying I’ll give up my favorite rock-and-roll tunes, but it’s time to expand my horizons. 

      I make a beeline for the big department stores and browse through their men’s clothing departments, then decide I’ll stop by the food court for dinner before I get too serious about the task at hand. The mall is running on extended hours to accommodate holiday shoppers and I’m hungry, so I might as well fuel up. I have plenty of time to find what I need for the party. Besides, I can always come back tomorrow morning if necessary. I have nothing else planned.  

      As I ascend the escalator in the center of the mall, the savory smell of warm food greets me. I already know I will choose my favorite, General Tzo’s Chicken, so I select a path towards the Asian food booth and slowly weave through the dense crowd to get there. On my way, I pass a carousel where kids smile gleefully as they bob up and down on wooden horses. Proud parents wave from the side as their little ones are carried around and around. I stand in line for my chicken quite a while which gives me time to look over the sea of people and take it all in. I’m usually the tallest person in the room. I have somewhat of a bird’s-eye view of things. I’m not frustrated by the wait. Have a Holly Jolly Christmas begins to play as I finally get my tray of food and turn to search for a place to sit and eat. I wade through row after row of two-seater tables before an Indian man and his little boy stand up and exit, leaving me an opening. I quickly place my tray on the laminate tabletop and ease down into the chair on one side. Then I see her, sitting alone at the table next to mine. 

      She’s radiant. Like a beam of light. Her golden-brown hair falls just below her shoulders and frames her elegant long neck and her jawline. She’s out of my league, that’s for sure. I remember thinking about my physical ‘type’ and how maybe I’d know it when I see it. Well, it’s right in front of my eyes. This young woman is the most glorious creature I’ve encountered in my entire life. I can feel myself grinning from ear to ear, while simultaneously, time seems to stand still. I’m in complete and total awe right now. 

      “Hey,” I manage, nodding in her direction while smiling like a fool.

      “Hey, how are you doing?” she says back, warmly.

      “Good, um, good. Good,” I stammer, wishing I’d been able to keep it to just one ‘good.’ 

      She chuckles. She has a textbook in front of her and appears to be studying. Although she’s looking down at it but doesn’t seem to be reading anything. Maybe she likes me, too. God, I hope so. My gaze rests back on this beautiful young woman and I’m pretty sure her face is flush with excitement when she notices me smiling at her again.

      “Are you from around here?” she asks. “Need any directions, or restaurant recommendations, or anything?”

      “Nope. I'm good,” I say. Another ‘good.’ Dammit. She laughs heartily out loud this time and covers her mouth with her left hand. No ring.

      I look down, so she looks back down, which only lasts about ten seconds until I’m staring at her again. I can’t help it. I can not take my eyes off of her. She’s magnificent. 

      “So what brings you to the mall tonight?” she asks, smiling.

      

      Before I can answer, she looks down again at her book and cocks her head to one side. She doesn’t make a sound for a minute as if she’s perceiving or assessing something. I hope I haven’t said anything wrong. I don’t want this interaction to come to an end.

      “Are you in the Air Force?” she asks.

      “Yep,” I answer. It must be the short haircut and the proximity to a plethora of military duty stations that gave it away. But this woman can ask me any question she wants, obvious or not. I’d answer a thousand questions for her, any time of day or night. I’m enamored in a way I’ve never experienced before.

      “Is your name George?” she asks.

      “Yes,” I say slowly, wondering if she knows me from somewhere. I can’t imagine that I’ve ever seen her before, because there’s no chance I’d forget that pretty face.

      “George Hartmann?” she continues.

      “Why, yes,” I say, perplexed.

      “Well, Liam Hartmann is your uncle, right?” I nod eagerly as she explains. “I know Liam and Estella, and for the past two years, he's been telling me you and I should meet because we’d be good for each other. He says we're both knuckleheads.”

      “Liam never once mentioned you to me,” I say, smiling big, “but if you want to go out, we can certainly go out.” I feel a rush of warmth washing over me just thinking about the possibility.

      She blushes, then tips her head upwards, as if to the heavens, and I see tears beginning to form in her eyes. 

      “What’s your name?” I ask.

      “I’m Alessandra Davies. Pleased to finally meet you, George Hartmann.”
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      (Not yet, anyway.)

      But I do have something much more effective than that, and it’s something that those publishers would kill to get their hands on.

      A committed and loyal group of readers.

      Honest reviews of my books help bring them to the attention of other readers.

      If you’ve enjoyed this story, I would be very grateful if you could spend just five minutes leaving a review (it can be as short as you like) on the book’s Amazon page and on Goodreads or BookBub. You can jump right to those pages by clicking the links below.

      Amazon

      Goodreads

      BookBub
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