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​1.  A Divorce Requires Marriage 
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When my first and only marriage crumbled like a stale Ritz cracker, I was sixty-two and clueless about online dating.

It seemed an unreliable way to find love. Instead of meeting someone in person, you shopped online, looked at photos you hoped were accurate, and put in your offer, hoping no one “outbid you.”

Finding the right person on a dating app seemed as likely as me waking up one morning to discover I’d grown six-pack abs and could fit into my high school jeans. 

The wild world of internet dating was a realm of the young. 

As I sized up myself in the mirror, it wasn’t a virile, juvenile Alpha staring back. It was a gray wolf with a limp and a bad back.

What about bars? Nope! When you’re a man in your sixties walking into a bar alone, all it takes is stepping through the door for some people to peg you as a creep. 

“What’s he doing here, looking for his daughter—or a senior’s discount?”

“He must have come in the wrong door. The soup kitchen is down the block.”

“Bet he’s here to hit on young women.”

Realistically, I was facing life without a copilot. To cope with my late life curveball, I played fun ‘what if’ games in my mind.

What if I formed an e-bike seniors gang? We’d talk tough, drink beer, forget what we just said, and nod off in our chairs, snoring.

Or, maybe, instead, what if I organized a kinder, gentler type of crew? We’d drive through the neighborhood in golf carts, show up well before bedtime, and give free drugs to old people—like calcium supplements, statins, and Viagra. 

While forming my own posse seemed fun, it was more realistic to visualize myself doing whatever I wanted without compromising for anyone.

After my downsizing from divorce, why buy a new dresser when the kitchen drawers worked fine for socks, T-shirts, and underwear?

To save on electricity, why not use sunlight by day and the TV’s glow to navigate at night? After all, I’d always be on the couch binging Netflix.

I’d steer my way to the bathroom with candles, or maybe a Game of Thrones-style tar torch.

With no wife, there was no one to complain about my binge gaming, whine about my taking the last piece of pizza, or insist I leave the bed for being gassy. 

Dealing with stress through imaginary scenarios like that was nothing new to me. 

When I was married and living in Europe in the ‘80s with my German wife, Brigitte, my “super power” drove her bonkers. 

Back then, most German rental homes didn’t include a built-in kitchen. 

They had no cabinets, stove, sink, or fridge. The house didn’t even have light fixtures, just wires hanging from the ceiling.

The Department of Defense, my employer, loaned me everything I needed for the kitchen, except a dishwasher, which was out of stock.

“We don’t need one,” I said. “We already have one.”

“What do you mean?”

“You!”

Brigitte launched into space. It was too late for me to say I was joking, and that I wanted an “upgraded” dishwasher too.

As she raged, I went to a quiet place in my head, visualizing fluffy baby bunnies playing badminton. 

While she orbited, I imagined a crazy what-if. 

It could be worse. What if she were holding an AK-47? Naw. No biggie. She’d never figure out how to flip off the safety.

“Why are you smiling?” she asked, jolting me back to reality. Thank goodness. My daydream had morphed. 

The bunnies were now holding AK-47s. When Brigitte paused, I jumped in to apologize for my mistimed grin.

Still, our divorce was far from a laugh fest.

My heart hurt. I ached most for the impact it had on my teenage daughter, Shannon, and early twenties son, Brandon. 

Their parents’ breakup left them stranded in a different culture without lifelong friends. All their life, they’d lived in Germany. 

My failure reminded me of the famous fella who shared my last name, Captain Edward Smith.

He promised everyone a fun trip to the States, only to plow into an iceberg and sink. (He was the Captain of the Titanic.) 

Just like Leonardo DiCaprio, my story started out with romance. In 1987, I arrived in Germany to work, met Brigitte, fell in love, and then married. 

It took me a long time to give up my single years. I was a “late adopter,” waiting until I was thirty-five to get married and procrastinating until I was forty to have my first child, Brandon. 

It wasn’t until I turned forty-five that I starred in a best supporting actor role in bringing baby number two, Shannon, into the world. 

My then wife and I spent twenty-five years together in Europe, raising our two bilingual kids. 

Then came the announcement that made us feel like grapes staring up at the vintner’s incoming foot. 

The Department of Defense said my serving almost three decades overseas with the GI’s military broadcast network, AFN, was enough. It was time to return to the United States.

I walked into my boss’s office, an Army colonel. He looked up from behind his large mahogany desk, asked me to take a seat, then looked me in the eyes.

“George,” said my commander, “You’ve been here so long you’re forgotten you’re American.”

“Kannst du das auf Deutsch sagen (can you say it again in German)?" I asked. 

The look on his face, an escaped sigh, and a hand motion toward the door communicated that he thought my attempt to use humor to release tension wasn’t appreciated.

The truth was, I knew it was coming. A number of my colleagues had already been given the “Army boot.”

My son took it well. He was excited about leaving the gray skies and rain behind. He was in his thirteenth year at a German high school. My sapling wasn’t “slow.” His learning institution ran for that long. 

Brandon dreamt of going to a college near a beach stocked with women likely to find his accent sexy.

My daughter attended a German junior high school. While Shannon would have rather stayed in lederhosen land, she understood leaving wasn’t my choice, and supported the move.

Brigitte was the least enthusiastic.

“Well, if the rest of you want to go, I will—but I’ll fly back to Europe twice a year to visit my mom.”

My frau’s attitude of not giving the old red, white, and blue a fair chance puzzled me. Why use her mother, Ursula, as an excuse? 

The octogenarian sported a functional engine. Sure, her “chassis” squeaked and rattled a bit, but it still got her from bed to the kitchen to the TV and back with no breakdowns. 

Most importantly, Ursula lived with Brigitte’s sister, who looked out for her.

It was clear who the needy one was here—me. 

My body sputtered and shut down without adequate attention and affection.

Never-the-less, the family decided to collectively give relocation a try. I served as the point man, arriving in California in November 2013 to search for a place to live, while the family stayed in Germany for another six months to give my son time to graduate from German high school.

In 2014, I bought a home in Murrieta, California. It was a two-floor place on a cul-de-sac with a pool, hot tub, and waterfall. 

None of the neighbors had barking dogs or little kids, and best of all, it was just a twenty-minute walk to the highly rated Murrieta Valley High School for Shannon.

With the “advance work” complete, the rest of the Smiths joined me in the States in June.

A few months after flying to California, Brandon moved out of the house and started school in Santa Barbara. He scored a beach view, blue skies, and oh, yes—an education.

In August, Shannon began tenth grade.

Brigitte, meanwhile, opened her laptop to launch a Google search for the best flights back to Frankfurt.

Every divorce requires a marriage. 

We officially split in 2016, but were separated months before that. My ex missed Germany and her mom, disliked the States, and craved authentic schnitzel. 

For me, splitting up after a quarter century of matrimony was like waking up to discover a lit firecracker bobbing in my Cheerios.

After the initial shock, I still wasn’t sure if I wanted to fly solo.

I needed to find Ms. Right before the bone-on-bone in my knees scraped together to spark fire, and my eyebrows became the only hair left on my head. 

My face didn’t curdle milk, but I was no Ryan Reynolds. 

Sure, other divorced, wrinkled warriors went on to remarry, but my name wasn’t Bezos.

Could I balance juggling single fatherhood, a full-time job, two kids (one at home and one at college), and a dating life? 

While I had reasons to stay single, I believed in the product I was marketing: me. I was like aged blue cheese—not for the timid, but for the bold willing to give me a try—unforgettable!

It was Brandon and Shannon who helped lance my indecisiveness and prod me when I needed it. When I mentioned wanting to give dating a shot, they encouraged me to start swiping.

Hearing that, my guilt about taking time to date at the expense of spending less time with them evaporated.

It was settled. I would set off on a quest to find new love before my brain scrambled and I started pressing the TV remote to shut the garage door.

Liking round numbers, I set a goal of finding new love before I hit seventy.

The thought of dating in my sixties didn’t make me feel young again. It conjured up memories of awkward encounters in my youth, rejections, and above all, crazy, quirky experiences. 

At least, most of those dates were never boring.

In my twenties and thirties, before I got married, my dating experiences were more like an episode of Seinfeld than Fifty Shades of Grey. 

Seven years before I met Brigitte, I was a single soldier, working as a twenty-six-year-old Army DJ in Nuremberg. 

One night in 1980, I strolled into a restaurant in the shadow of the city’s castle and beheld a blonde goddess who’d inexplicably descended to earth to serve mere mortals mugs of beer and plates of meat. 

Or maybe she was the siren Lorelei, taking a break from singing on her favorite rock above the Rhine?

Her name was Frieda. 

After a meal of Nuremberg bratwurst, potato salad, and beer, I mustered the courage to ask her out. 

“Ich habe etwas viel besseres als Trinkgeld." "Darf ich dich zum Abendessen einladen?” (I have something much better than a tip. May I take you to dinner?)

She said yes—officially launching a one-year romance. 

One night, as we lay in bed at my apartment talking, I shared something that I’d been considering for weeks. 

“I’m thinking about leaving the Army and going to college in the States.” 

She took a deep drag on her cigarette and exhaled slowly. Glancing over at her, I could see her face briefly glow red from the ember.

“You should do it,” said Frieda. “Then come back to me.”

I expected an argument, or tears. Instead, she gave me understanding and support. 

After making the leap out of the service to attend Ohio University in 1981, I invited Frieda over to the States to visit me on winter break. That’s when our relationship began to unravel. 

I was a broke student with no car, so we stayed at my Mom and Dad’s farm in rural Pennsylvania. Since we weren’t married, my parents insisted we stay in separate rooms. 

We honored that until midnight. That’s when I’d sneak over to my girlfriend’s room feeling more like a “hide my pimples with flesh-colored Clearasil” teenager than a man pushing thirty. 

My parents had another major issue with Frieda—her smoking. 

While Frieda’s kisses sometimes reminded me of smoked salmon, I overlooked it. 

My Dad, on the other hand, despaired that I’d brought a two-legged carbon-dioxide generator into the house. 

When I complained that she had to walk outside in the cold to smoke, Dad half smiled and said, “Maybe if she does that enough, she’ll quit!” 

Once, in my brother David’s car, Frieda fished out a cigarette and was about to light one up when she opened his ash tray and noticed it was filled with quarters, nickels, and dimes.

“What’s this?”

“It’s a coin tray, Frieda.”

David eventually pulled the car over to give her a smoke break. 

All of this started to wear on my girlfriend. To bring up her spirits and mine, I borrowed my Mom’s car to take her out for some one-on-one time, but that flamed out as well. 

Taking her to an American all-you-can-eat buffet was a huge mistake. 

“George, these people need to spend time lifting weights, not plates of fried chicken.”

Then, in a loud voice, she proceeded to turn and point out individuals who failed her height and weight standards. 

I turned the color of my plate of  strawberries.

“Why do you care?” I whispered. Then joked, “They can’t eat it all. They’ll leave some  for us!” 

“But, George—” she said, turning to eye a man moving past us with two plates of food stacked high like matching volcanos.

Switching into German, I got direct.

“Frieda, stop. It’s rude. They can hear you.” 

Later that night, I took her to the only night club in the small town—only to fail again.

Shortly after I ordered two glasses of champagne, the waiter came over, put our drinks in front of us and sheepishly apologized for the refrigerator going out. They mostly sold beer on tap, not bubbly. 

His solution? Ice cubes in our champagne. We both shook our heads and laughed. 

“We’re not in Germany anymore!” I said.

In a way, that botched attempt to “save” the champagne symbolized what happened to our relationship. Smoky Lips went back to Germany and I went back to Ohio University.

We parted ways, but stayed in touch as friends.

About four years later, after I graduated from college, I ventured into the world of online dating’s “grandpaw”—the classified ads.

I was working in Washington, D.C. at the time when I channeled Nora Roberts and mailed a masterpiece to the Washingtonian. 

Back then, they didn’t post pictures or phone numbers. The publication served as a matchmaker, notifying posters when someone responded to their ad.

Striving for something that showcased my witty personality, I avoided the cliched “man with a sense of humor searching for the same. To me, saying you have a sense of humor is just your opinion. 

What counts is what other people think. I thought the best way to attract someone who liked to laugh was to make a joke. Only people who got it would respond. Oh how wrong I was!

This is what I wrote: 

Average build, college-educated SWM (Single White Male) seeks slim SF (single female) between 21 and 35. I like to cook, read, and walk. I look like Brad Pitt if you have poor eyesight and it’s a very foggy day.

It worked! Sherri said she wanted to meet outside a restaurant in the DuPont Circle area of Washington, D.C. She was my age, thirty-one. I served in the Army in Korea, Thailand, and Germany. She was previously with the Air Force, stationed in Japan.

We met on a Saturday afternoon in September under blue skies and temperatures in the mid-seventies. It seemed karma smiled my way.

Caught up in my thoughts, I strolled across a street on the zebra stripes without looking left or right. A car screeched to a stop. The driver waved for me to pass.

Awesome. I thought. No pounding on the horn or rolling down the window to yell at me for almost splattering against his bumper. 

When I arrived at our rendezvous point, a woman looked my way. She struck me as a young Meg Ryan—but prettier—with neat blonde hair, blue eyes, and a svelte figure.

“George??” she asked.

“Sherri?”

“I should have asked for a photo.”

“Huh?”

“You don’t look like Brad Pitt.”

“Uh. It’s a joke,” I said to her back as she hustled away. 

Raising my voice so it would reach her retreating ears, I added, “It means I look like him ONLY if you have bad eyes and it’s a foggy day.”

Her response was the rapid clicking of her heels, as she put more space between us. I was humiliated. My blind date lasted two minutes. 

A metallic cling, cling accompanied by a loud “move” jolted me out of my self-pity and shock. Turning, I glimpsed a bike rider swerving around me, clicking away on his bell with his thumb. 

I was wrong. Karma wasn't smiling. He was laughing at me. 

Walking back to my car, I replayed the brief exchange through Sherri's eyes. To her, I was lying about my looks to trick her into a date.

Ouch.

My next rendezvous came with a 5-foot-6 blonde who understood my self-deprecating jokes. It started well, but ended in a bizarre twist.

Pam and I met at the Chart House restaurant in Old Town Alexandria along the Potomac River.

We laughed over crab cakes and sea bass when I shared my sad tale of meeting a woman who took one look at me, disapproved, and left me standing with my jaw dangling. 

“Well, it sounds like you dodged a shallow one with no sense of humor,” said my date, who later revealed she was an insurance agent.

The night held promise. She asked if I wanted to go to her place. Flattered, I paused for a few seconds so I wouldn’t sound easy.

“Sure.”

I followed her to a mobile home on the edge of town. When she opened the door, stale air escaped. 

Pam flipped on a light as my eyes adjusted. 

She must have lubed the furniture with Crisco to get it to fit. My date somehow squeezed a couch, TV, kitchen table and chairs, and an eight-foot-long raised hard plastic surface with the outline of a man on it into her small mobile home. 

The wall art? Cross sections of humans: skin, muscles, and internal organs. The sides of the “person” counter had levers and switches mounted on a metal pedestal. 

All that was missing was Dr. Frankenstein and bolts of lightning. Was her real name Igora?

“What’s that?” I asked, simultaneously backpedaling for the door.

“That’s my spa table,” Pam said. “I have two jobs.”

Before I responded, she continued, “But I don’t give massages to dates. That’s for clients.”

“Dates” as in the plural?

Hmmm, I thought. How many have been here, and how many would follow me? And where was the sign out front advertising “rubdown studio?"

“Let’s sit down and relax,” she said, flicking her thumb in the direction of the couch. “Beer?”

“Sure,” I answered, as she turned the TV on and flipped to a Star Trek rerun. The theme song and Kirk’s words, “To boldly go where no man has gone before” mixed with the faint chirping of crickets outside the mobile home. 

Flushed with excitement, I hoped whatever she suggested next didn’t include the two of us sprawled on the plastic table with an outline of a man—a weird threesome. 

The “work surface” wasn't the only item in the trailer radiating strangeness. While attracted to her, the cramped, forced atmosphere with human anatomy “art” churned my belly. 

Part of my angst stemmed from binging science fiction. Scenes from Soylent Green, The Walking Dead, and Repo Men looped in my mind. 

Testosterone prevailed over paranoia. I slid my hand around her shoulder, then stopped, noting tears slipping from her eyes.

Wow, I thought. I’ve never seen anyone so touched by Captain Kirk’s dialogue. 

“What’s up?"

She dialed down the TV volume, then swiveled to look me in the eyes to assure me it was nothing.

Then, unexplainably, the outside cricket chorus stopped. The stale air turned musky. As I squinted into the dark corner of the room, a pair of greenish-yellow eyes came into focus.

Aaaaachu, sprayed Pam.

“What the hell is that?” I blurted, standing up and pointing at the orbs staring out from behind a wooden children’s gate.

“Oh! (sneeze, dribble, sniff). That’s Tinkerbell.”

On cue, a beast with a pink collar moved out of the shadows. 

“You didn’t mention you have a pooch the size of a pony.”

“Well,” she said. “I worried you’d think it’s weird that I have a Rottweiler in a trailer, especially since I’m allergic to dogs.”

You think??? 

Tinkerbell’s eyes locked onto me like Star Trek tractor beams. Saliva spotted the corners of her mouth. She remained silent.

Yum, Delivery service. I’ll start with a leg, I imagined it thinking. 

My libido melted under the gaze of the laser-eyed beast with the drool-covered teeth. I calmed myself, waited a few minutes, and looked at my watch. 

Standing up, I said it was late and I had to go. Backing to the door with one eye on the hound, guilt crept in. After getting empathy from Pam on my crash and burn story of Sherri walking off right after seeing me, here I was disentangling from her on our first date. 

The tributary from her eyes and the one from her nose joined together as one stream as she composed herself enough to speak.

“I hope to (sniff) see you again.”

“I’ll call,” I said, shaking her hand and hurrying out to my car.

The next day I did—leaving a voicemail.

“Nice meeting you. But I found out I’m going on night shifts (a true statement). I’m going to have to put my dating life on hold.” 

As I hung up, my face flushed. I lacked the guts to tell her to her face that we weren't a good match. 

In the future, I promised myself I’d “George Up,” and say in person if the relationship wasn’t working. 

The opportunity came sooner than I expected. 

The next month, Maria and I clicked on our first date to a steakhouse in Arlington. The woman, who stood 5-foot-5, with shoulder-length straight black hair, and large brown eyes, laughed about the tongue-in-cheek humor in my ad. 

What’s remarkable was that she got the joke even though English wasn’t her first language. She was Filipino. 

We sped through the mandatory first-date small talk before the conversation turned to the Philippines, which I visited when I was stationed in Thailand with the Army. 

I visited Manila, the fortress of Corregidor, and Pagsanjan Falls. 

“You’ve been to my country. I love it,” she said, as we finished our filet mignons and a surprisingly tasty carafe of dry, house red wine. 

We parted with smiles. Outside, right before we got into our cars to head out, I suggested I pick her up at her house for our next date.

Maria paused for a second—her face flashing a trace of doubt or concern. I couldn’t quite peg it. But she recovered, smiled, and said “yes.”

That weekend, as I pulled up in front of her house on the outskirts of Alexandria, I heard a din of unbridled chaos through my closed car windows. It sounded like a pack of squirrels had broken into her Monster energy drinks and Snickers bars. 

Maybe it was the wrong address? But when I double-checked, it was Maria’s. 

When I rang the bell, I heard laughter, and my date’s voice, “Keep it down, he’s here.”

After a few seconds, the chorus of voices quieted, and I heard the click, click of heels getting closer as my date opened the door.

“Hi, George.”

During our steak dinner, she mentioned she was divorced, but kids didn’t come up.

“You have kids?” 

“I do. You’re all okay with that, right?”

My brain spun like one of those cotton candy-making machines at the fair. I was a single guy who was never married and had no children. Now I was being asked what I thought about bundles of energy residing on the other side of that door.

“Um,” I stammered. “How many do you have?”

“Seven.”

My lips lost the ability to form words. My mouth dried.

“Suh . . . suh . . . seven?” 

Then, in a burst of clarity, I remembered my cowardly retreat from Pam and Tinkerbell the Rottweiler’s home. I manned up.

“Maria, I loved our first date. It was really easy to talk with you. But I can’t be the dad for seven kids. This won’t work. I’m sorry.”

Turning, I walked back to my car, and plopped down and felt like a pile of pig poop. Still, I had leveled with her on the spot, rather than coming up with an excuse later. 

It would be my last date generated from that classified ad. 

Months later, in 1985, I asked out a colleague of mine from the Voice of America, an Austrian woman, Bettina.

The blonde, full-figured beauty with flawless skin and huge blue eyes routinely made everyone on the late-night news desk pause their fingers above their keyboards in stunned admiration when she walked in. 

I made a good first impression on her when I strolled over and launched into a full conversation in German. I’d picked the language up in the early ‘80s when I was a military DJ in Nuremberg.

My idea for our first date? I would come over to her house and make her blackened red snapper. It was a recipe I’d perfected from a book written by Louisiana Cajun Chef Paul Prudhomme. 

“Are you sure you want to do that?” asked Bettina. “We could just go out to dinner.”

Focused on impressing her with my culinary skills, I insisted.

Late that afternoon, I showed up with fish, butter, seasoning, and a pan to work my magic.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to help?” Bettina asked.

“No,” I want you to relax, I said. “I’ll call you when it’s ready.”

“All right,” she said. “But please make sure to use the stove fan.”

She went upstairs as I started my culinary masterpiece in her kitchen, which, like the rest of the interior of her house, sparkled. The gas stove and white tile backsplash looked like it was staged by a real estate agent.

Then, as I blackened the fish, disaster struck. 

When I turned on the overhead exhaust fan, the extra air caused the butter to catch fire. All I could see in the pan were six-inch tongues of flame. 

The fish looked like it was broiling in the pits of hell. 

Panicking, I searched through the kitchen for a lid to put on the pan, or something, anything, to douse the inferno.

To this day, I can’t recall how I did it. I extinguished the fire, but not before splashing hot butter and burnt brown spices all over the backsplash and stove. 

Then the smoke alarm went off.

Bettina came hurrying down the stairs, told me to move back, and have a seat. She cleaned up my mess in ten minutes and turned off the smoke alarm.

We had leftover potato salad that evening. It was no surprise that when I asked her for a second chance date at work the following night, the answer was a firm “nein!”

A month later, I had better luck at an Arlington, Virginia, nightclub. I met someone the old-fashioned way. I walked up and asked her to dance. 

She mesmerized me with her long, straight black hair swaying to the beat of Prince’s “When Doves Cry.”

Her name was Rita. Her mane ran to the middle of her back. She was dancing with a girlfriend.

Stepping onto the floor, I found the experience refreshingly more direct than writing to a magazine to meet a stranger—we attracted each other. 

That night sparked an intense one-year romance.

Rita introduced me to raw fish and rice wrapped in seaweed, served with soy sauce and ginger. She worked as a waitress at a top-end sushi restaurant. 

Months into my relationship, my friend Jeff came to visit my high-rise apartment in Arlington to ask how Rita and I were doing. We both had donned swimsuits, lounging by the property’s large swimming pool.

“So, how’s the love life?” he asked. 

“Hey, it looks like someone dropped a penny,” I said, edging toward the water to purposely angle my back his way.

“Damn, George. Your back’s covered with scratches.”

“Oh. That? Yesterday I went picking raspberries, shirtless.” 

Turning, I looked at Jeff and smiled. 

He grinned. “Good for you.”

Weeks later, two friends of mine visited from Germany, staying at my apartment while seeing Washington, D.C. 

Since I worked nights at Voice of America, Rita volunteered to take a day off and show them around. 

They regretted taking her up on it.

“She’s crazy!” said Hans-Juergen.

“I know,” I said. “But could you be more specific?” 

“She drives fast, doesn’t look where she’s going, and struggles to look over the steering wheel.”

“What?”

“George, it’s so bad she sits on a stack of books. Sometimes when she rounds a corner, a novel slides out, she says ‘whoops,’ laughs, and reaches over to pull Tale of Two Cities back under her butt.” 

Rita had just bought the car a week before my friends showed up, and I’d never been in it with her. I always took my own car into D.C. while working nights. 

That night, when my two friends were asleep, I talked with my girlfriend.

“Baby, is it true you drive sitting on novels?” 

“Yeah. I can’t see over the wheel.”

We left my apartment and went outside to the parking lot to check out her Toyota. 
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