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I’ll never forget the first time I saw
General Petrocious. He was standing at the podium at Harvard
University giving a speech about the surge in Iraq and how the US
mission in Afghanistan would be different. I had been lucky enough
to get a seat in the third row, sitting between Army bigwigs,
dressed in uniform, and a handful of reporters. Research for my
dissertation included a case study on the general’s leadership,
which was the reason I had lobbied to get an interview with the man
himself. His habit of mentoring and networking with aspiring
soldier-scholars had left the door wide open for me.

Men in power had always been a fascination,
especially those that oozed authoritative vibes and whose uniforms
were smattered with badges and decorations. I’d talked to a shrink
years ago, I knew I had daddy issues, but that wouldn’t stop me
from thinking about older men. What harm could come from a fantasy
anyway? After the speech had ended, we filed out of the auditorium,
and I headed for a group of people I recognized: the general’s
secretary, Catherine Wayne and her assistant, Judith Wexler. They
greeted me warmly.

“Paula Broadwine,” gushed Catherine. “I’m
glad you were able to make it. I thought I saw you in the
audience.”

“Thank you so much for the introduction. I
can’t wait to meet General Petrocious.”

“Mrs. Broadwine is a research associate at
Princeton’s Center for Public Leadership. She’s working on her
dissertation.”

“How wonderful,” murmured Judith.

“I’ve been thinking about writing about
General Petrocious. I wanted to get his thoughts on a possible
biography.” We had wandered into a hallway, with throngs of people
milling about. “I really want to know more about his thoughts on
Iraq.”

“Those are all things you can discuss with
the General,” said Catherine. “We’re having a luncheon at the
Charles Hotel. I’ve seated you next to him. You should be able to
ask as many questions as you wish.”

“You’re amazing, Mrs. Wayne. Thank you so
much.”

She waved a manicured hand in the air. “Think
nothing of it. David has an open door policy with people who share
his insights and perspectives. He’ll be more than happy to talk
with you.”

I beamed, feeling a ridiculous amount of
satisfaction. “I’ll see you at the hotel then.”

“We’ll be expecting you.” She disappeared
into the crowd, along with her assistant.

I darted into the bathroom. After using the
facilities, I washed my hands, staring at myself in the mirror. My
long, brown hair had been pulled into a respectable bun, held in
place with bobby pins. I had taken care with my makeup, outlining
my eyebrows and applying gobs of mascara. The rose-toned lipstick I
wore was understated, yet the perfect shade for my fair complexion.
I knew I was attractive, never lacking in boyfriends, especially
when I was at West Point. Men were drawn to me, not only because of
my looks, but because I charmed them with my smarts and my sense of
humor. My grandmother always said, “We’re given so few advantages
in life. If you look good, work it.” My attributes had garnered me
a doctor husband, and they would get me face time with a four star
general.

An hour later, I sat at a table with several
Harvard professors, General Petrocious’s secretary, Catherine, and
several members of the military, including a two star general, and
a dean of Harvard. The hotel was surprisingly modern, yet with
academic undertones, melding perfectly with the university nearby.
We sat in a beige toned dining room with dark blue draperies and
rounded lights, which hung from square-shaped rows in the
ceiling.

“I’m sorry I’m late,” said General
Petrocious, who had approached in a rush. He wore a dark green
uniform with an impressive display of badges and decorations, not
to mention the stars on his shoulders…and there were lots of those.
“I hope you can forgive me.”

Seeing him in the flesh was a treat. He
looked far younger than his photographs suggested; his air was
energetic, virile…charismatic. I stood with everyone else and shook
his hand, his eyes resting on me.

“You must be Paula Broadwine.”

“Y-yes, I am.” Get yourself together! This
isn’t your first trip on the merry-go-round! “I’m honored to
meet you, sir.”

He smiled, the edges of his eyes crinkling.
“Have a seat. Be at ease.” His demeanor was happy and relaxed.

A waiter approached. “What would you like to
drink, sir?”

“How about champagne? I think we should
celebrate.”

“I agree,” said Catherine. “You did an
excellent job with your speech, David. You deserve a big pat on the
back.”

He eyed me. “What did you think of my speech,
Mrs. Broadwine?”

Again I struggled with feeling flustered and
out of my depth. Don’t be a pushover! Show him you’re not some
groupie bimbo who’s tongue-tied and starstruck. “I…it was a
strong speech, sir, but I felt you were a bit vague on exactly how
you would insure a victory in Afghanistan. The history of the
region doesn’t exactly bode well for foreigners…especially those
who seek to overthrow the Taliban.” I murmured, “It didn’t work out
so good for the Russians.”

My question seemed to amuse him. “Well, I
can’t exactly lay out the plan step by step, now can I? It would be
like handing the blueprint to the enemy.”

“Your plans include a counterinsurgency
approach, don’t they?”

“Indeed, but it’s not something I can discuss
openly, for obvious reasons.”

“Transparency in government, just not the
military, right?”

“How about a vague transparency?” He grinned.
“I had no idea I’d be sitting next to a pretty bulldog.” He sat
back in his chair; his confidence was palpable. “You should have
warned me that I was about to get grilled, Catherine.”

“I’m sorry, sir. Demote me, if you must.”

“So what do you do in your spare time, Mrs.
Broadwine, when you’re not researching our hard working men and
women in uniform?”

Again I tamped down being flustered. They
were sharing a joke at my expense, the smiles on their faces told
me as much. “When I’m not working, I love to run
cross-country.”

“Well then. We have something in common. I’m
fond of a good foot chase.” He lifted his glass. “Here’s to
speeches and foot chases.”
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The lunch was far more enjoyable than I could
have imagined. It was shocking, but General Petrocious and I had
chemistry, as was evidenced by our light, joking manner. He was
remarkably self-deprecating, which I found endearing, and his wit
made me laugh. We had outlasted our luncheon companions, drinking
brandy after dessert; my legs were crossed in his direction under
the table. I was slightly intoxicated, giddy, and aroused by the
proximity of a man old enough to be my father, although he exuded a
youthful outlook.

At the two-hour mark, he leaned closer. “I
have a room here. Perhaps, we should finish our conversation in a
more private setting.”

I caught the gist of his tone, the naughty
insinuation, and I knew I would agree to see him alone. I wanted to
ask him personal questions about his life. “That’s a great
idea.”

“You don’t have to be anywhere?”

“I was going to meet a colleague, but I
texted her already. I’m free.”

“Excellent.”

He paid the check, and we left the room,
inquisitive eyes following us. In the hallway, he pressed his hand
to my lower back, leading me towards a bank of elevators. I buzzed
where he touched me, enjoying the contact. It occurred to me that
this could be a slippery slope and dangerous, but the possibility
of an interview propelled me to set aside these worries.

Once we had reached our destination, he
swiped the card, and the door opened. “It’s not much. I’m in town
for a day.” The room was modernly furnished with a wall of windows
and a king-sized bed. There was a small sitting area and table,
which held a briefcase. “Would you like some wine?”

“Sure.” I caught sight of myself in the
mirror, seeing a woman dressed in a navy blue skirt and fitted top,
which was unbuttoned slightly, exposing a hint of cleavage.

“Here you go.” He handed me a glass.

“Thank you.”

“So you’re a running enthusiast?”

“I’ve always loved it. In college I made
varsity in cross-country and outdoor track. I love the freedom of
it. I’m addicted to the “high”, the endorphins. I always feel
better after a work out.”

“I know what you mean. It kept me sane while
I was in Iraq.”

“I was going to ask you about being
there.”
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