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Angela (Angie) Breite, the wife of Navy Captain Victor (Vic) Breite, got out a tray of “Christmas” cookies.  Vic’s adopted daughter, 15 year old Patricia (Patty), grinned and asked, “Aren’t we a bit early for Christmas cookies, mom?” 

“Yes, dear, but I need some excuse for not cooking our supper, and ordering in pizza instead.  Since your father announced this morning, tomorrow night’s crockpot feast was on the menu, I had nothing to make for tonight, without grocery shopping.  I could throw something together, but he’ll use the veggies I would have used.”

“Would it be inappropriate for me to ask why you didn’t grocery shop?” 

“I got busy with something else, and ran out of time.  As it is, this cookie project may not be finished by the time he arrives.  Would you mind calling for the pizzas, please?”

“Yes, ma’am, but I think there is something more to this story.”

Angie did her best to ignore Patty’s comment, as Patty called the pizza ‘joint,’ as Patty liked to call it.  But, after the pizzas were ordered, Patty got back to her thought, “Okay, mom, pizza ordered, now what’s up?  You must have spent the time you could have shopped, on something else.”

“You’re too smart for your own good, or at least for my own good.  As to what kept me, never mind.  I want to ease into this matter with your father, without you blurting it out.”

“I wouldn’t do that.”

“Oh yes you would.  You’ve got a track record.”

“Okay, you’ve got me there...but how ease into it?  What’s your plan?”

“I’m thinking, maybe, after your dad has started eating his pizza, and has had a few good swallows of wine, I’d casually mention what I did.”

“Oh my gosh mom, you didn’t wreck your car did you?”

“No, it’s worse than that.”

“Oh boy, and I get to sit here, and watch this performance.  Wow, how lucky can I get?”

“No sense being snarky, young lady.”

“Sorry.  To change the subject, before I get into real trouble, I have a question about tomorrow night.  Isn’t this Hell-something-or-the-other coming for the second time?  I know dad has been bringing guys...and a couple gals, home from work every so often, but this is the first time he’s brought one home twice.  Remember, I was at Tiffany’s home for a sleepover, last time this guy came over.”

“His name is Lieutenant Frances Hellwig, but he goes by the name of Frank.  And, yes, this is the second time dad has invited him over for supper.  There is a reason for doing so.  He, Frank, grew up about a block or so from where your dad did in Chesterfield.  So not only is he also a Missourian, but a close neighbor, back in the day.  He’s about ten years younger than your father, but still and all, they did live in the same neighborhood.  Your dad also feels Frank is a comer...has a great future in the Navy according to your father.  As his boss at Fleet Headquarters, I’d say your dad is in a good position to know.  One more thing, your dad thinks he may be finding out what his next assignment is going to be soon...maybe as early as today.  My best guess is he may try to take Frank with him, if he can wrangle it.  Thus, tomorrow night might be some sort of mini-celebration.”

“Oh.  That sorta shoots down my idea.”

“What idea?”

“I was afraid dad might be trying to pawn me off on an older guy.”

“Not so, honey.  We both know you’re intent on going to the Naval Academy, so how would it work out for him to go man shopping for you, with a five year or so wait before anything could become of it.”

“I know.  It was silly of me.  But, since I’m not the target, I may have a different target for Lieutenant Hellwig.  My science teacher, Miss Paschall, is a real nice lady, and single.  I was thinking maybe we could invite her over for tomorrow night, too.”

“Oh, here we go.  Little Miss Matchmaker at work again.  I wondered about the nonsense of worrying about dad setting you up.  You certainly are good at circumnavigating the globe, to wind up where you were going in the first place.  I’m not as good at picking up on it as your dad, when you pull this kind of move.  Your dad would have picked up on it no sooner than the words were out of your mouth about Frank coming over for a second time.

“Yeah, okay, guilty.  But, how about it anyhow.”

“We’ll have to ask your father before you go inviting her over...especially tomorrow night.”

“I sorta have, already.”

“Patty, good grief...you know better than to do something like this without checking first.”

“I did it as a maybe.  I told her I’d like to invite her for tomorrow night, if she wasn’t doing anything else.  But, I told her I’d have to be certain nothing last minute came up with dad.  I explained sometimes some last minute stuff spoils plans...which is sorta like the truth.  How many times has dad called, and told you he’d have to skip supper for one reason or the other.  Being the head of intelligence has its drawbacks.  Something hot comes in, normally stuff he can’t even tell us about it, and it cramps our plans.  Heck, if he had a girlfriend, he could get by with anything using his job as an excuse.”

“Yeah, yeah, nice try on changing the subject.  Trust me, if he has a girlfriend...never mind.  I’d know.  Your father is quite attentive to me, thankfully.”

“Oh, I dig what you’re saying.”

“Still trying to change the subject.  You best hope your father agrees to invite Miss Paschall, or you’ll have to come up with some lie, one you’ll dream up something to make said lie almost the truth, to uninvite her.”

“Boy, you’re almost as bad as dad.  I can’t get by with anything on either one of you.  I know, I know, I should just come straight at things in a truthful manner...like you’re going to do tonight.”

“Ouch.”

***
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Angie was correct about Vic getting word on his next duty assignment.  He was summoned to the office of Admiral Jacobs, the Commander of the U.S. Pacific Fleet.  Arriving, he was told to have a seat, and the admiral got right to the matter at hand, “Vic, how would you like to be COMPHIBRON 15?”

“Wow, sir, I’d be thrilled.  I must admit I didn’t see this coming, being such a junior Captain.”

“It took a bit of doing, but both Admiral Zykan and I feel you’re up to it.  There will be some noses out of joint, but a good number of the Captains senior to you got boosts from the administration twice removed, and we both feel you’re the best man for the job.  You’ll have to be quite the diplomat in one regard.  The skipper of the Sydnor, is one of those Captains a good deal senior to you.  But, Tom Brennan is a good man, and I’d bet he’ll welcome you aboard your flagship with open arms.  I also am certain I know you well enough that you’ll consult, rather than order, on any item coming up between you two.  Have you met Tom, by the way?”

“A few times, but not for any great length of time, except I did give him an intelligence briefing just before he took command of the Sydnor...he seemed like an alright guy.”

“Good.  Moving right along.  The request you made for having Lieutenant Hellwig accompany you to your next command, if possible, has been approved.  Since you both arrived at Intelligence at the same time, the timing is okay, and there is a ready-made spot for him at PHIBROM 15.  The Assistant Operations Officer is due for a new assignment, as is the present Commodore, so Lieutenant Hellwig will be a good fit.  In looking over his file, and what I knew of him before doing so, I’m in full agreement with you as to him being a comer.

“Now then, all of that out of the way, we need to get down to brass tacks.  This next thing I’m about to say, stays right here in this office.  Your lips are sealed on the matter.  After his long service as CNO, Admiral Zykan is finally retiring.  As you know, he has been CNO for a longer than normal period of time.  Likewise, I’ve been here for an extended period of time.  I’ve been notified I will be moving into his large shoes to fill.  The official announcement on that will not be made public for about two weeks.  You’ll already be aboard the Sydnor by then, though your exact date of assuming command has not yet been determined.  We have a few moving parts here.  Lieutenant Hellwig, on the other hand, will report to PHIBRON 15, at 0800 hours Monday.  This is necessary because the man he is replacing has orders to report next Tuesday to his next duty station.  Hellwig will have the weekend, to learn as much as he can.  You will have to hold fast until I settle on a replacement for you.  I will spend the weekend talking to each of the three people I have narrowed my list down to.  As to my replacement, I know you have met Vice Admiral Jimmy Brock.  What is your opinion of him?”

“Top flight officer, and man.  I realized because of his color, some eyebrows went up when you gave him 7th Fleet, but from where I sit, he has done a wonderful job.  It’ll be an honor to serve under him, sir.”

“I’m glad you feel so strongly about him...I do as well.  The best example I can think of on how he handles things, was when a Chinese MIG force landed in Yokosuka Bay.  Since he speaks Chinese so well, he interviewed the pilot himself, after we fished the pilot out of the bay.  Can you just see the look on the face of said pilot when this 6’2” solidly built black man came in, and spoke to him in his own language?  From what I’m told, he broke the man in less than ten minutes.  But, enough about his worth.  He is being promoted to Admiral, and will be replacing me early next year.  What I need from you, and other senior officers I can rely on, and trust, is to pass the word of his worth, and to point out that you know for a fact, he is not getting this post because of his race, nor did he get 7th Fleet because of it.”

“Yes, sir, I’ll do my best to spread the word...and be happy to do it.”

“Thank you.  On a personal note, what are your plans for Christmas?”

“Time allowing, I’d like to spend part of the Christmas season in Missouri.”

“I see no reason why you can’t...especially since you have your own plane, and can get back here in a hurry, if the need arises.  Speaking of your plane, I heard from my granddaughter Tiffany, it is a real nice one.”

“We like to think so.  As to Tiffany, I know Angie and Patty have taken her flying a few times.  Patty now has her license, too...so she likes to show off a bit.”

“I’m aware.  Tiffany is all gung ho to get her license, too...which is fine with me.”

Vic chuckled, “Yes, so I’ve heard.  Angie spoke with your daughter-in-law, and got the okay to help out.  The instructor we found for Angie and Patty is a good one, and from what I understand, Tiffany is progressing nicely toward getting her license.”

“It’s almost time for lunch, do you have any plans?”

Vic sighed, before he answered, “Yes, sir...walking.  As you may know, Angie was a Physician Assistant, before she hooked on with Patty and me.  I’ve been given a big box of energy bars.  I eat two while walking...at least three times during the work week.  Even though I need today and tomorrow to get in my three times this week, I’ll be happy to join you for lunch, if that is what you had in mind, sir.”

“Nonsense, I’ll walk with you.  Do you happen to have enough energy bars to share?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good, let’s go.”

As the two men left the inner office, Admiral Jacobs glanced at his Yeoman, a First Class Petty Officer.  “How would you like to join two old seadogs for a walk, instead of eating lunch, Petty Officer?”

Wise man that he was, the Petty Officer answered, “It would be my honor, sir.”

The three men stopped by Vic’s Intelligence office, where he got six energy bars out.  He handed two to each man, and off the threesome went on their walk.

***
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Arriving at home, Vic went inside, and saw the mound of cookies.  He greeted the two females, and headed toward them.  He stopped, gave Angie a kiss, and pecked Patty on the cheek.  Reaching the cookies, he picked one up, fully expecting to get his hand slapped.  Growing instantly suspicious when it wasn’t, he asked, “Isn’t a bit early for Christmas cookies, dear?”

Patty started to say something, but slapped her hand to cover her mouth.  Vic noticed as Angie replied, “Yes, but I was in the mood to cook.  Also, I didn’t have time to cook a real meal, so pizza should be arriving shortly.”

“I have a feeling there is more to this story, but excuse me while I go change.”

When he returned, wearing jeans and a sweatshirt, he asked, “Okay, is someone going to tell me what’s going on?”

Angie was saved by the doorbell.  She grabbed her purse, and raced to the door, where she took the pizzas, handed them to Patty, who had followed her, and paid the bill.  As Patty put the pizza boxes on the table, Angie got out a bottle of wine, and poured three glasses full.  

All three then sat down, with Vic becoming even more suspicious.  After he had eaten half a slice, and had a swallow of wine, he asked, “Angie, darling lady, do I get to know what’s going on now?”

“Well, the reason for not having time to cook a good meal, was in part because I had nothing to cook.  I also ran short of time to grocery shop.”

“How come?  Why did you run short of time?”

“I heard about this piece of property.  It’s sorta out in what we’d call the boonies back home.  Anyhow, I fell in love with it.  It’s on four and a half acres, and the building, a mansion really, is just fantastic.  It was for sale for only $50,000.00, so I bought it.  Actually, you need to sign the contract, too...so the deal isn’t completed yet.”

“Wait a minute.  You bought a mansion on four and a half acres, and it only cost fifty grand?  What’s wrong with this picture?  In Hawaii, a plot of land that size would cost way more.”

“Well, the building is in sorta disrepair, and the estate handling the deal felt with the cost of tearing down the building, and hauling everything away, which would cost a fortune, they cut the price on the land, and they just wanted to unload it.  I think it can be rehabbed.”

“For how much?”

“Um...well, a whole lot.  But, Vic, darling, this place is almost like a castle, but no moat.”

“I hate to ask, but do you have pictures of the place?”

“Of course,” Angie replied as she hopped up, got her phone, and handed it to Vic.  

He started scanning the several photos Angie had taken, then as he handed the phone back he asked, “Did they charge extra for all the nice greenery climbing all over the rocks it’s built out of?”

Patty snatched the phone away, and looked at the photos, too.  “Wow, mom, if this place wasn’t a wreck, it would be real nice.”

Ignoring Patty, Angie asked, “Would you like to take a look at it, darling?  We could do it sometime this weekend.”

“Maybe, but I may have other fish to fry.”

Happy she hadn’t been totally shot down, Angie asked, “How was your day, honey?”

“Just fine, sweetheart...until I got home.  Just kidding.  Anyhow, for lunch I had a nice long walk with Admiral Jacobs, and his senior Yeoman.  Leave it to me to take a four-star to lunch and feed him energy bars.  But, I thought it was the least I could do, after the nice conversation we had.”

“Nice how, dear?”

“Nice as in I found out what my next duty assignment is going to be.”

“What?  Why didn’t you tell me right away when you got home?”

“A dirty big pile of cookies, for starters.  Anyhow, I’m getting PHIBRON 15.”

“Wow, that’s pretty important, isn’t it?”

“Yes, and I’m way too junior to get it.  The Sydnor will be our flagship, and the Captain of her is quite a bit senior to me.  His time in rank is much longer than mine.”

“When do you take over command?”

“Don’t know just yet.  Probably within the week, which leaves some time for me to take a gander at your monstrosity.”
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In the morning, Vic got up early, showered, shaved, got dressed, and then headed to the kitchen.  There, he put everything he wanted into the crockpot, ate the breakfast Patty made, kissed Angie goodbye, told her to turn the crockpot on at eight, pecked Patty on the cheek, and then drove to work.

On the drive he grinned as he recalled part of the previous night’s conversation.  After he had fully explained his conversation with Admiral Jacobs, Patty had asked in an offhand manner, too offhand for his taste, “Dad, I’ve been thinking Lieutenant Hellwig might think, with just the four of us at dinner, that you’re trying to fix him up with me, so what say I invite Miss Paschall?  As you know, she’s my science teacher, and a real nice lady.”

Vic had replied, “Nice try to come up with a reason for doing so, but actually, I don’t mind.  She does seem to be a nice person, so if it’s okay with your mom, it’s okay with me.”

Angie had offered no objection, so it was agreed to.  But, later, in bed, he had asked, “Has she already asked Miss Paschall?”

“Of course.  You saw right through her nonsense, too, about worrying Frank Hellwig might think such a thing.  I swear, Patty must think we’ve just fallen off the banana boat, or something.”

Those thoughts past, Vic pulled into his parking slot, and went inside.  At his desk, he asked his senior Yeoman to “round up Lieutenant Hellwig for me, please.”

When Frank Hellwig arrived, he was asked to have a seat, and after he sat, Vic asked, “Would you like to know what your next duty assignment is, Frank?”

“Yes, sir.  I’ve been expecting to hear soon.  I hope I get to go back to sea.”

“You do...on the Sydnor, as part of the staff of COMPHIBRON 15.  You’ll be the Assistant Operations Officer.  How does that sound?”

“Great!  If you had anything to do with this, thank you, sir.”

“I did to a degree.  I had asked Admiral Jacobs to more or less let you move on with me to my next duty assignment...he obliged.”

“Oh wow, sir, did you get PHIBRON 15?”

“I did, but please keep it to yourself for now.  It is not absolutely set in stone just yet.  We both know I’m a bit junior for it, but getting it nonetheless, as things now stand.  I don’t know if you know it, but the Assistant Ops Officer is normally a Lieutenant to LCDR (Lieutenant Commander) position. The current man holding down the Assistant Ops Officer position, made LCDR three months ago.  So, do as good a job there, as you have here, and it’ll likely be your next building block."

“I wasn’t aware of that, sir.  Thank you for the info.”

“You’re welcome.  Now the good news out of the way, we turn to another matter.  Tonight, supper at my place will have another guest besides yourself.  My daughter, bless her scheming little heart, has seen fit to invite her science teacher to join us...with my approval.  I hope you don’t mind a 16 year old trying to ‘fix you up,’ or nearer the truth, trying to fix up her teacher, with you as the target.”

“I don’t mind, sir.  At the rate I’ve been finding someone, any help I can get is appreciated.  I guess you know the teacher.”

“I do.  She’s bright, nice, and pretty easy on the eyes.  But, as to my daughter, I’d like to pull a little prank on her, with your help.”

“Yes, sir, of course, what?

Vic explained what he had in mind, and after laughing, Frank agreed, happily.

Satisfied with his little plot, Vic moved on, “Okay, I have your orders here.  Clean out your desk, and go home to pack up.  You won’t actually be going aboard duty wise until Monday, but it might be a good idea to go aboard over the weekend, to meet the man you’re replacing.  He might be able to give you a few tips...ones you may find useful.  I would guess he’s packing up for his next duty assignment, and wrapping up any unfinished work he might have.  If so, hopefully he’ll be aboard.  It might not be a bad idea to give him a call first.  I’ve written his name at the top of your order’s packet...along with the phone number to call.  I have nothing else for you now.  Please arrive at my home at or before 1600.”

“Yes, sir.  And thank you again, and please know how much I’ve liked working for you here at Intelligence.  Oh, and congratulations again, on your next assignment.  I certainly look forward to serving under you there, too.”

“You’re again welcome, and see you tonight.”

Knowing he had just been dismissed, Frank stood up, and left.

An hour later, with Frank already gone, Vic was woolgathering, when his second in command, a Commander, came into this office.  She asked, “May I have a minute, Vic?”

“Of course, come on in.  What’s on your mind?”

“I just got a phone call, telling me to report to Admiral Jacobs...tomorrow at 1000.  Am I in some sort of trouble?  I mean, I didn’t think he even worked on weekends.”

“Oh yes he does...often.  As to you being in trouble, I don’t think so.  In fact, I have an idea it’s just the opposite.  If you were in trouble, I think I’d know about it.  As you know, I’ll be leaving out of here soon, and he may just want your opinion on my replacement.  Probably someone you’ve worked with previously.”

“Do you have any idea where you’re headed next, Vic?”

“Yes.”

“Do you want to share?”

“No.”

“Oh, it’s not a done deal, right?”

“Correct.”

“I heard you went walking with him, Admiral Jacobs yesterday.”

“I did.  We had a nice discussion beforehand, and I had the pleasure of supplying lunch for COMPACFLT.  We took a long walk, during which I supplied him with two energy bars, from the box of them Angie gave me.”

“Way to go, boss.  You really know how to schmooze the brass.”

“Yeah, that’s me, the last of the big spenders, nothing too good for the higher-ups.”

After she left the office, Vic decided on an early end of his day, and headed home.  He walked in, and asked, “Am I too late for lunch, love?”

Angie nodded, and answered, “Yes, dear.  But, I’ll toss something together for you.  Why home so early?”

“Because I’m a good boy, and deserve time off for good behavior.  One of the perks of being the boss, is taking off early if one so chooses.”

“If you say so, but you’ve never done so in the past...not once.”

“Yes, but in this case, if my suspicions are correct, I will get the word sometime tomorrow to pack up my stuff from the office, and leave.  I predict PHIBRON 15 will have a change of command ceremony early next week.  Also, if I am needed back at Headquarters, they know how to reach me.”

Angie glanced at the clock on the wall, and purred, “Patty isn’t due home for two hours, which leads me to believe we have time for fun and games.”

“Forget lunch.”

***
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Patty arrived home at three, to find her parents sitting at the kitchen table, holding hands and talking.  The expressions on their faces, and body language, caused her to ask, “What’s going on?”

Angie almost said, “It has already gone on,” but caught herself and instead answered, “Nary a thing, sweet child.  We were just discussing...what were we discussing, dear?”

“I forget.”

“Oh, I get it,” Patty said.

“To change the subject, Patty, did your teacher agree to coming over for supper?”

“Yes, dad.  She’ll be here at ten to four, excuse me, at 1550...which only gives you two about fifty minutes to pull yourselves back together.”

Angie wagged her finger, and replied, “Naughty, naughty, young lady.  No way to talk to two people who love you as much as we do.”

Patty smirked.  “Yes, ma’am.”

Vic held up his hand, in a stop motion.  “Okay, hold on.  Before we have an all-out war, I want to announce an early start to our day tomorrow.  Right after breakfast, darling wife, we shall go visit your lovely castle.  I would like to be back here as near 1030 as possible.  I may be receiving some interesting news around then.”

Angie asked, “The timing of your transfer?”

“Yup.  For now, let’s get the table set, and be prepared to eat my crockpot feast.”

“Dad, the way you’re acting, it should be called ‘crackpot feast’.”

Vic ignored his daughter, as he went into the dining room and started setting the table, soon assisted by Angie and Patty.  They were just finished when the doorbell rang.  Patty raced off to open the door for Beth Paschall.  She then led Beth inside, and she was greeted by Angie and Vic.

It was 15 minutes before four, and Beth said, “I hope I’m not too early, but Patty told me to get here a few minutes early.”

Vic, happy she had arrived before Frank, replied, “Glad you’re here now.”

Ten minutes later, Frank arrived, and when he was let in by Vic, he walked directly to Patty, and handed her a box of candy.  “Since I’m here at your dad’s invitation, and having been told I’d be sitting next to you, I hope I’m not being too forward by bringing you a gift.”

Patty’s mouth fell open, Angie tilted her head, and Vic smiled.  Then, before Patty could recover and speak, Vic patted Patty on the back.  “Gotcha.”

Patty lowered her head in defeat, and muttered, “Yeah, you did...fair and square.”

Angie quickly explained, “Even before I joined this traveling Breite circus, my husband and his daughter played a game they called ‘gotcha.’  It has been a while since someone has been ‘gotten,’ but Patty just has been.”

Vic added, “I put Frank up to this, for two reasons:  I wanted to get Patty, and the reason I did was because of her clever little way of getting you Beth, and you, Frank, together.  She likes to play matchmaker.  I must admit her track record, while not perfect, at least led to the wonderful situation whereby Angie and I wound up marrying each other.  The first day Patty and I met Angie, Patty told me ‘she’s the one, pops’.”

Realizing their two guests didn’t know each other, Angie took charge, “Beth, please meet Lieutenant Frances Hellwig, called Frank by his friends.  Frank, please meet Beth Paschall, Patty’s science teacher, and a darn fine one she is.”

They both acknowledged each other, and then Vic cleared his throat.  “Fun and games, and introductions over, let’s eat.”

As Vic headed to the kitchen, Angie seated everyone.  She and Vic would sit at opposite ends of the table, with Beth and Frank directly opposite each other, and Patty sitting to the right of Beth.  Then she went to help Vic.

During the meal, they all spoke of various things, with Angie, Vic, and Patty noticing their two guests seemed to be getting along just fine.  During the conversation, Vic explained the upcoming change of assignments for Frank and himself, “Beth, Frank will be assuming the post of Assistant Operations Officer for PHIBRON 15, aboard the USS Sydnor.  He is to report for duty on Monday.  Sometime, in the near future, I will be taking command of PHIBRON 15.  My assignment is not totally official just yet, but may be as soon as this weekend.  Thus, until it is, I’d appreciate it if you’d keep this to yourself.”

“Of course.  Is the Sydnor home ported here?”

Vic smiled, and he replied, “It is, and it’s nice to know you have some knowledge of the Navy, and some of our terminology.  Is that from someone in your family?”

“Yes, my father.  He was career Navy, retired a Chief Petty Officer...Boatswain’s Mate.  And, yes, he is a crusty fella, as is expected from a Boatswain’s Mate, from what I’ve been told.  As a child, I never got by with anything.”

The meal completed, the group retired to the living room, with everyone but Patty having an after dinner drink.  Sensing it might be time to depart, Beth stood up.  “I think I should be running along.  Very nice to have met you, Frank, and thanks for a lovely evening to the Breite family.”

Frank nearly feel down getting up as fast as he did, but he recovered to offer, “Let me show you to your car, Beth, if you don’t mind.  I really should be going too, thanks for a great evening, sir, and Mrs. Breite.”

They both wished the two departing people goodnight, as did Patty.  

Outside, both being a bit uncomfortable at their abrupt departure, and the clumsiness of it, didn’t stop Frank from asked, “I...er...um...wonder if it would be okay to ask you out?”

“Yes, Frank, I think it would be nice to go out with you.  I enjoyed your company tonight, and from what I can tell, you’re a real nice guy.  A bit clumsy perhaps, but nice nonetheless.”

“You noticed I almost fell down getting up to walk you outside, and then botched saying goodnight to the Breite family.”

Beth smiled, “Yeah, but I still would like to go out with you.  When do you have in mind?”

Frank swallowed, hemmed and hawed, and then answered, “Maybe tomorrow night, if it’s not too soon to ask.  In the morning, I’m going aboard the Sydnor, hoping to meet the fella I’ll be replacing, in hopes of getting a lay of the land, and any tips he may have for me.  If you’d like to go out then, I can give you a call after I finish the visit to the Sydnor.”

“Sounds good, I’ll be waiting on your call.”

Frank nodded, and they exchanged phone numbers.  At Beth’s car, he opened the door for her, shut it, and went to his own car.  Less than half a block later, he nearly screamed, “Yes.”

Back at the Breite household, Patty asked, “I thought the evening with our guests went well, how about you two?”

Vic answered her, “Yes, little Miss Matchmaker, it did seem to work out as you had planned.  They seemed to like each other, I wish them all the best.  What I know of her, she seems like a very nice person, to go with how smart she is.  As to Frank, he’s a real go getter, and always on top of things.  A fine officer.”

Angie agreed, “I think they might actually have a chance of something good happening between them.  Your teacher, Patty, seemed to be more open with her interest, Frank more guarded.  Vic, is he just a bit shy?”

“Not that I ever noticed.  Of course, I’ve never seen him around a woman, other than those we work with.  To his credit, he treats the women in our outfit, just like he does the men.  Respectful to Shannon, pleasant with his peers, and those under him.  But, he doesn’t take any nonsense if someone goofs...male or female.”

Angie asked, “How about with the two gals of the same rank?”

“I don’t think he has any interest in either of them, least ways any interest I’ve noticed.  What I mean is, no flirting and so forth.  Patty, Miss Paschall is a friendly, nice looking lady, and obviously really intelligent, do you have any idea why she is unattached?”

“No...but I’m in no position to really know, or have any way of finding out.”

Angie joked, “You certainly had no problem picking me clean of my personal information, back when I was just meeting you two.”

“Different set of circumstances, mom.  I knew right away you were the right lady for dad...I just tried to hurry the situation along.”

***
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When she reached her apartment, Beth took a shower, dressed in her pajamas, and sat down in her small living room with a glass of wine.  Comfortable, she picked up the book she was reading, and started to read.  But, after only a few minutes, she put it down...to think.  She knew she really liked Frank Hellwig, and knew she would enjoy any time she spent with him.  But, she also knew the life of a sailor’s wife could be a challenge at times.  She remembered her mother moaning about how much she missed having her dad around, when he was gone off to sea somewhere.  Beth wasn’t convinced the life of a Navy wife was exactly what she desired.  But, she knew, teaching at a dependent’s school, and not being a ‘party girl,’ her chances of meeting someone to have a romantic relationship with was somewhat limited.  The dating she had done since high school had been almost nonexistent in college, because she was a ‘book worm’ who was intent on getting a good education.  Since then she had dated three sailors, and two Marines, but none had hit her like a ton of bricks...like Frank had.  On top of those feelings, she thought he had a bright future in the Navy.  The way Vic Breite treated Frank, without trying to do a selling job on her, she felt, told her Frank would be in line for promotion, after promotion.

Finished with her wine, and ready to go to bed, she muttered aloud, “Okay, 32 year old single gal, you may have found ‘the guy’ for you, but are you really ready for a romance with a sailor?”

***
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In his bed, wide awake, Frank had no such reservations in his thoughts about Beth.  Frank was shy when it came to women, which had led to very few relationships of a romantic nature.  He also hadn’t found a woman he would have felt comfortable enough with, to consider anything like marriage.  The limited dating he had done since entering Naval service, had not worked out at all.  He either was not found suitable by the woman, or he felt none were suitable for him.  He had only dated two Naval officers, and both had been total busts...neither had resulted in a second date.

As he drifted off to sleep, he felt Beth Paschall might be different...in fact he was confident in his thought.
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3.
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Saturday morning, the Breite household was up early.  Vic got up before Angie, but not by much.  He had showered before bed, so only had to shave, and get dressed.  When he arrived in the kitchen, he shook his head.  “Daughter, you never cease to amaze me.  Here it is 0545, and you already have the table set, coffee made, and waffle batter mixed...bravo.”

“You said you wanted to get an early start, this is early.  Also, I’m sorta anxious to see mom’s great find.  I hope you’ll be nice when you decline to go along with her.”

“What makes you think I will not go along?”

Angie walked up behind him, pecked him on the neck, and answered for Patty, “Because of your comments when I told you about it, dear.”

“Okay, I admit my first comments weren’t overly encouraging, but I will go forth with an open mind.  Even if I don’t like the idea, I’ll probably go along with you, because I love you.”

“Oh no, you don’t, Captain Breite...you’re not going to play that card.  If you hate the deal, say so.  I can be talked out of this, and won’t be happy if you only go along to placate me.”

Patty served the first waffle, and three strips of bacon to Angie.  “Mom’s first, because she won this round.”

Vic shot back, “I will be a good boy.  If I like your proposed project, I will tell you so.  If not, I will also tell you so, but will tell you to go ahead if you want...dear.”

With the first bite of waffle in her mouth, Angie grunted, swallowed, and replied, “Hey you just said the same thing a different way.”

Patty joined sides with Angie, “Dad, sometimes honesty can be taken too far.  Best stop digging, the hole is deep enough already.”

“I surrender.  Where’s my waffle?”

All three were eating when the doorbell rang.  Vic asked, “Who goes to answer the door for the proud owner of the phone now setting on the counter?”

Patty got up.  “I will, who are you betting on, dad?”

“I’d hate it to be one of my officers, so I’ll stand down on betting who comes knocking on our door.”

Patty opened the door, and greeted, in a loud voice, “Come in Miss Paschall.  You’re just in time for breakfast.”

Beth smirked, and followed Patty into the kitchen, spotting her phone on the countertop.  She looked at Angie.  “Sorry about coming by so early, but I remembered Vic saying last night that he wanted to get an early start today.  I see you recovered my phone, thanks.”

Vic replied, “You’re welcome, Beth.  Have a seat, you get the next waffle.  We found your phone on the couch, by the way.”

“Figures, the skirt I had on has pockets, but I’m forever losing things out of them.  But, since I haven’t eaten, and haven’t had a waffle in ages, if you’re sure, thanks, I will.”

Vic was standing at the waffle machine, while Angie and Patty set a place for Beth...Angie the plate, Patty the silverware.  Angie also got a small plate, and swiped a piece of bacon from Patty’s plate, one from her own, and one from Vic’s.  That plate was set next to the larger plate.  By then Patty had gotten a glass down, and poured juice into it.  As she set it down, Beth’s waffle arrived.

Beth thanked everyone, then joked, “One would think I’m the Queen of England for this service.”

Patty smiled and replied, “Nothing too good for the best teacher in the world.”

Beth smiled.  “Patty, dear, you already are the best student I’ve ever taught, though you do have two other students in this class who are pushing you.  One, Tiffany, really has to work hard to be even close to you, the other has a crush on you, so I don’t get his full attention in class.”

“Who’s that, ma’am?  I didn’t know anyone had a crush on me.  The only guy in our class who is doing really well, as far as I know, is John Bickel...and he doesn’t have any old crush on me.  Heck, he doesn’t seem to know I’m alive.”

“Yes, Patty, John.  He’s just shy, but when I’m up there in front of the class trying to make a certain point, he spends more time glancing in your direction than paying attention to me.”

“Wow, I had no idea.  He seems to be a nice guy, and he certainly is smart.  I’ve got him in two other classes, and he’s doing well in those, also.  Maybe I better pay more attention to him.  I’d sorta like to have a boyfriend.”

Vic joined in the conversation, “Well, daughter, Beth has turned the tables on you.  Here you are intent on getting her a boyfriend, and now she is doing the same right back.  Well done, Beth.”

“I wasn’t trying to find romance for Patty, just stating facts.  Anyhow, off this subject, Vic, you said last night the reason for getting up early was to look at a piece of property Angie wants to purchase.  If you don’t mind me being too nosy, what kind of property, and why so early?”

“No problem, Beth.  We are off on a mission...a family mission.  My darling bride has made an offer on her great find, and we’re going to go take a look...Patty and I haven’t seen it yet, except for pictures.  Honey, show Beth the photos of your discovery.”

Angie gave him a dirty look, dug her phone out, set it up for the photos, and handed it to Beth.  

Beth looked at them all, and exclaimed, “This place is a mansion, or castle, or something of the sort.  It is a bit rundown...well, a lot run down, but I bet it has a wonderful history attached to it.  Um...would I be intruding too much, to ask if I could go with you?  I’d love to see the place in person.  I was a double major in college...science, and history.  I bet this place has an interesting history.”

Angie beamed, and answered, “Please do join us.  You never know what we might find of interest.”

Vic looked at Patty, and shrugged, just as Patty was placing another waffle on Beth’s plate.  Beth looked it, and said, “I don’t know if I have room for another one, but I’ll give it my best effort.”

The waffle was to have been Patty’s second, but she just poured the little bit of batter left in the waffle iron, as she decided half a waffle was better than no waffle.

By then, Angie had seen the potential shortfall of batter, and had given Vic half of her second one.  She finished first, and started to cleanup, with Vic soon helping.

While eating her less than half a waffle, Patty casually asked, “Miss Paschall, what did you think of Lieutenant Hellwig...if it’s okay to ask?  Mom says he’s shy.”

“It’s okay to ask, and I thought he was a very nice man, if a bit shy.  Nice enough when he asked me out tonight, I accepted.  You may have picked out a good one for me, Patty.  Thanks.  By the way, here, away from school, you can call me ‘Beth’ if you like.”

“Oh boy, I’d be honored, thank you so much.  Please feel free to call me Patricia, when you get mad at me...everyone else around here does.”

“I doubt you get called ‘Patricia’ often, if you being naughty is the criteria to do so.”

Vic joked, “More often than you’d think...but, not too much in the last three years, after Angie and I got married.”

Beth picked up on something in Vic’s voice, and asked, “Is there some sort of story there?”

Angie answered, “Yes.  We’ll fill you in on little Miss Matchmaker’s efforts to bring about our marriage, on the drive.  But, the short version is she drove us both batty with little comments, meant to make us move our relationship right along.  For now, let’s hurry up and get out of here.  Vic wants to be back by ten-thirty...he seems to think he may find out more about the timing of his transfer sometime near then.”

On the drive to the “mansion,” as it was now being called, Angie and Vic took turns relaying the various stunts Patty had pulled in an effort to hurry their romance to a happy place.  When they arrived, Vic pulled his car to a stop near the front door of the building.  As he got out he muttered, “This place looks even worse in person than it did in the photos.”

Angie shot back, “You promised an open mind, husband.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

The mammoth front doors, something out of medieval times, were unlocked.  Angie, the key she had been given in hand, frowned.  “The doors were supposed to be locked.  I wonder what the deal is that they aren’t.”

Ignoring the door situation, the four people started looking around.  Vic, and to a degree Angie, were more interested in the shape of things like stability.  Vic was surprised to discover the exterior walls were in very good shape...except for the weeds growing up the rock wall structure on the outside, and the obvious neglect inside, he was convinced, or at least felt, there were no structural weaknesses.

Patty and Beth, meanwhile, were just searching around to see what they could find.  One thing they noticed was quite a bit of furniture still in place, and a good deal of the furniture even had sheets draped over them.  At one juncture, their path and that of Vic and Angie merged, and Beth asked, “Angie, have you noticed all the nice, if old-fashioned, furniture?”

“Yes, which is part of the reason I love this place.”

Just as she spoke, an older gentleman approached them, and asked, “Are all of you folks from the hotel, come to rescue me?”

Vic answered, “No, we’re not from whatever hotel you’re talking about, or any hotel for that matter.  My wife has a contract to buy the place, and we just came out to take a look around, to see if the building is salvageable.  But, why do you need to be ‘rescued’?”

“Funny deal...not so funny to me, until you folks arrived.  Yesterday, a small hotel bus took a bunch of us on a tour.  This was one of the stops.  He told us the place was called ‘haunted house,’ ‘mystery castle,’ or one other thing I didn’t pick up on.  Anyhow he had a key to the front door, and told us to look around.  He said, ‘The owners are trying to sell it, and let the hotel tour operation have a key, just in case any well-heeled guests of the hotel might be interested in buying it.’  The funny part is, they drove off and left me behind.  I had been looking around on the second floor, and came downstairs to discover them driving off in the distance.  The driver locked up the place, but you can unlock it from inside.  After I saw them driving away, I had little choice but to spend the night here.  I’ve been looking the place over, waiting for someone from the hotel wondering what happened to me, to come looking.  I guess nobody has missed me yet.  Anyhow, my name is Hal Holmes.”

Vic quickly introduced his party, and asked, “If you’ve been here all night, are you hungry?”

“You bet I am, Vic.”

Vic smiled.  “I hate to tell you this, but the only thing we have to eat with us is a big box of energy bars in our car, my wife buys them by the gross.  My darling bride likes us to snack healthy.  You’re welcome to them, and we have a thermos of coffee.”

“Lead me to ‘em.”

Vic, followed by Hal, and the ladies, went to the car.  Vic poured coffee into one of the cups they had brought, while Angie got the box of energy bars.  Standing alongside the car, Hal ate four of the bars, drank the coffee, and announced, “Thank you, four is enough to fill up an old codger like me.  Let’s go back inside, Vic.  Wait until you see the second floor, and the space in what we would call an attic, but that is really more in this case.  Angie, I’m thinking you’ve got yourself a real find in this place.  The attic has bare beams, and they’re in real good shape.  The place smells of being a bit damp, and the outside looks like the end of the world has come and gone, but this place is solid as can be.”
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