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Anchorage

 

Isaac Jefferson pressed his forehead lightly against the cabin window as the 737-jet banked north, the wing slicing through low gray clouds layered like torn canvas. Anchorage sprawled beneath his flight in the familiar cold that he remembered from his 18 months living here during his sophomore and junior years of high school. His dad had been stationed at Elmendorf, and like most military families, they had new assignments every 18 months. Anchorage had been special, partly because of his age at the time, but mostly because of the unique connection he made while living there.

Megan Hoglund was a name, a memory, and someone he had never been able to forget.

The Pilot came on and announced final approach. Outside the window, the inlet glimmered in November sunlight, ice beginning to form the same way he remembered. 

Anchorage was a place where people either grew stronger or drifted sideways. He wondered which direction Megan had gone.

The memory of her came uninvited, the way it always did when he thought of Anchorage. A flash of brown curly hair whipped across her cheek in the wind. Eyes that could narrow to slits when she was annoyed, which was often, and then brighten, unexpectedly, when she thought no one was watching. Back then she’d been restless, sharp-edged, competitive, and brilliant. 

She had also been lonely. He’d realized that even as a seventeen-year-old kid who barely understood his own life.

They’d called themselves friends, though it never became more. There had been a spark between them. It was a strange gravitational attraction that neither of them ever understood. They’d spent enough time together so their connection should have caught fire, but they were high school kids and somehow never did.

Then his father got orders to transfer from his job at Elmendorf Air Force Base to California. In the life of a military brat, it happened on a regular basis. Moving at the end of his junior year was traumatic. With the move, the two of them drifted apart without a path forward or a clean goodbye. It was just distance, silence, and the strange ache of an unfinished friendship.

What had become of Megan?

The landing gear thumped open. Isaac blinked, realizing his hand was curled into a fist on the armrest. He relaxed and exhaled slowly.

He was here for only a temporary training assignment as a Marine. The schedule didn’t give him much time for nostalgia, but the possibility of reconnecting tugged on him anyway. What if Megan was still out there somewhere, living on the edges of this city?

Was she curious and full of energy like she had been back then?

The plane touched down hard, jolting his thoughts back into the present. Isaac straightened, squared his shoulders, and prepared for the cold waiting outside.

As he stood and grabbed his pack, the flight attendant caught his eye. “I hope you enjoyed your flight, and thank you for your service.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” Isaac responded as he stepped off the plane onto the jet bridge.

The Alaskan air hit like a sharp spike. It was cold.

That was the purpose of the training mission. To develop skills for adapting and surviving in arctic temperatures. He needed to focus on the mission. Still, he knew that he needed to look and possibly reach out.

Maybe he’d try to find her. Maybe this time he wouldn’t let the spark fade into nothing.

Outside the airport, Isaac found his transport that would take him to the barracks on Elmendorf, then to the small post his Captain had established for their Temporary Duty (TDY).

Late November in Alaska hit Isaac hard. His first three days were spent outside running training exercises, and no matter how many layers he wore, he could not stay warm.

 His fourth day was free, and so he carved out time to focus on finding his old high school friend.  
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Megan

 

Megan Hoglund woke to the sound of something buzzing. Was it her phone, or maybe a fly trapped against the window. She really didn’t care, so she ignored it.

She really wanted to sleep.  Make the day go away. Make the month go away. Maybe even end life itself.

Her apartment smelled like stale beer competing with something rotten. She pushed an arm across her face, trying to block the light creeping through the crooked blinds. The unwashed blanket clung to her like a damp rag. For a few seconds she just lay there, suspended between sleep and the dread of being awake again.

Finally, she shoved the bed covers aside and sat up. The mattress springs groaned under her, like even they were tired of her weight.

Her apartment looked worse in sunlight. Most junkyards were cleaner. Most sewers were more sanitary. Megan didn’t care.

Beer bottles covered the coffee table. Some empty, some not quite. Two from last night had rolled to the floor and sat in flat beer foam on the carpet. A half-eaten burrito lay on a paper plate beside the couch, the tortilla hardened and curling upward like it was trying to escape. She glanced at the burrito remains and tried to remember how old it was. A week maybe?

The kitchen sink overflowed with pretty much every dish and cup she owned.

The air carried the sour tang of garbage she meant to take out yesterday… or was that last week?

Hard to remember. 

A black trash bag sat in the corner, split open at the top, revealing pizza boxes and the remains of something she didn’t want to identify. Fruit flies hovered around it in slow, lazy swarms. How had the fruit flies survived this long into the November Alaska cold? Her apartment was a haven and outpost for things like that.

She scratched the back of her neck and dragged herself to her feet. She slid into her boots, which crunched on something… chips grinding into the soiled and dirty carpet. She didn’t bother looking. Caring took energy she didn’t have.

Her phone buzzed again from somewhere under the pile of laundry on the floor. She kicked through shirts and jeans until she found it. The screen was cracked, battery low, one new text from the welfare office reminding her of an appointment she probably wasn’t going to keep.

“Awesome,” she muttered to herself.

She tossed the phone onto a dirty sweatshirt. It bounced once and disappeared back into the heap.

The truth settled over her like humidity: she had nowhere to be, nothing to do, and no one who’d notice if she vanished. That kind of freedom sounded romantic when other people said it. In reality, it was just… empty.

She stepped around the trash bag and crossed to the bathroom. The mirror above the sink was smudged, streaked with toothpaste splatter and something she hoped was mildew but suspected wasn’t. She glanced at her reflection: hair knotted at the ends, dark circles under her eyes, an expression caught somewhere between exhaustion and irritation.

“Who is this bitch staring at me in the mirror,” she whispered, then nodded. “She’s really killing it today.” She laughed at her sarcasm.

The buzzing started again. This time it was a real fly by the window. It thumped its body against the glass, over and over, like it believed it could break free with just a little more effort.

Megan watched it for a moment.

“Yeah,” she said quietly. “I could let you out and you’d freeze instantly., or I could grab one of my pizza boxes and smash you.”

She did neither.

She plopped down on the couch. Sometimes she wondered how she’d gotten here at all. How had the girl who loved science and computers, who could compete with most guys in sports turned into… this?

She wrapped her arms around herself, suddenly colder than the room.

Then she got up, kicked a beer can out of her path and moved toward the kitchen, stepping carefully around a puddle of something sticky she didn’t feel like investigating.

From outside, through the thin walls and the barely insulated window, Anchorage hummed with life. People in cars going somewhere important. People with dreams and intent, starting their day.

Inside her apartment, everything felt still. Stagnant. Waiting for some event she didn’t expect to happen. 

This poor excuse for a life she woke up to every morning, Megan hated.
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Cesspool

 

The Corps kept Isaac running from the moment he checked in, and partly because he wasn’t sure if searching for someone from his past made him nostalgic… or pathetic.

By day four, he stopped making excuses.

His first attempt was simple: look her up. He could not find a phone number that matched her name. No social media. No email trail. 

It was like Megan Hoglund had quietly erased herself from the world.

Finally, out of stubborn desperation, he reached out to someone he never expected to contact again. Andrew Lockridge, the loud, lanky kid who’d once been captain of the debate team and self-appointed “King of Knowing Everybody.”

Andrew answered with the same chaotic enthusiasm he’d had at seventeen. 

“Isaac Jefferson, a ghost from the past. What have you been up to?”

“Joined the Marines out of high school. Been training and traveling since.”

“I bet you could tell some fun stories,” Andrew speculated, wanting to hear more. “To what do I owe the privilege?”

“I am in Anchorage for a few weeks, temporary duty.” Isaac started. “I have a couple free days and, well… you wouldn’t happen to know where Megan ended up?”

Andrew hesitated, which told Isaac everything.

“Yeah,” Andrew finally said. “I… do. Just don’t expect the same girl you remember. She’s in a rough spot.”

“Copy that.” He wanted to ask for details but really wanted to find her and get the story straight from the source. “Do you have an address?” Isaac said.

“I do,” Andrew sighed, then texted the address. “Good luck…”

“Thanks,” Isaac quipped then hung up.

Isaac didn’t wait. He caught an Uber across town, then walked from the front of the apartment complex through cracked sidewalks and uneven patches of snow. The building was an aging, four-unit complex with peeling paint and a smell of cigarette smoke lingering in the stairwell. He checked the handwritten numbers on the doors until he reached hers.

Apartment 2B.

He knocked gently at first. 
No answer.

He listened.
Someone was inside, shifting, maybe swearing under their breath.

He knocked again, louder this time.

Still nothing.

“Megan?” he called through the door. “It’s Isaac Jefferson. From, well, from a long time ago.”

Something clattered inside, followed by silence.

He stepped closer. “I know you’re in there.” He didn’t sound demanding, just certain.

A long pause… then the soft scrape of a lock. The door cracked open.

At first all Megan saw was a broad-shouldered, muscular black man filling the doorway, wearing a dark coat, short clean-cut hair, and friendly brown eyes. Her expression flickered between confusion and irritation.

He smiled, waiting.

And then recognition slid across her features like a slow sunrise.

“…Isaac?” she whispered.

“Yeah,” he said, soft and warm. “Hey, Meg.”

She opened the door a bit more, enough for Isaac to see she looked different. So different it hit him like a punch. Her hair was tangled, her eyes dull with
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