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Speed Date

Terri Darling

 

Talk about having second thoughts! When Crisanta dragged Kelly in through the door of the Meet Zone, Kelly’s second thoughts were so numerous and clanging that she stalled just inside the door.

“You’ve got to be kidding m—”

“Sh!” said Crisanta, all of five-foot nothing, with huge Latin eyes and café-au-lait skin that practically screamed sex to every guy she deigned to talk with. “You gotta act cool.”

Cool? Kelly could have gone out to Fenway to see the Red Sox tonight. Instead she was here, in what she guessed was usually just  a kind of upscale downtown Boston pub, probably the only kind the Back Bay neighborhood between Commonwealth and the Charles River Basin would allow. It had forest green walls and laminated newspaper prints from the sixties—Elvis, live! Viet Cong push-back! ML King Receives Nobel Peace Prize!—but absolutely no character. The kind of place you went where no one knew your name. 

And all the women milling about near the bar? Probably mid-twenties to forties but all wore nearly identical outfits of dark leggings and body-hugging tops with loose-knits over that they could cover up with or shrug wide, depending on how brazen they wanted to be.

Crisanta, of course, hadn’t even bothered with the loose-knit cover up and was already strutting to a mid-point along the bar to announce her arrival. The men, tall or short, trim or not, obviously not Sox fans, and mostly wearing many suits, watched her from the opposite end of the bar. 

Kelly shook her head and breathed out slowly. This was like a bad TV sitcom. Worse. And she, as probably the tallest woman in the room and one of maybe three who’d actually worn a dress, was so—

“Hey!” cried a man’s voice from just behind her and she felt herself shoved forward, heading for a good head plant into the first table and chair past the entryway. Then a rough hand grabbed her and held her, suspended off-balance for a second, before it dragged her back to standing.

“Like blocking the doorway much?” said the owner of the rough hand, with a voice just as rough, his face ruddy in anger as he released her and smoothed down his leather jacket and black jeans. He looked seriously pissed, and while he didn’t have much height on her, he had serious bulk around his neck like he worked hauling freight at the docks. Behind him, a second guy, dressed in a suit and tie but somehow just as scruffy, was grinning at her like she’d just slipped and flipped up her skirt to show her panties.

“Well I guess I won’t be,” she snapped back at the first man but taking them all in with it, “now that I know you guys like to bull through them without looking where you’re going!”

“Yeah. If ‘bulling through’ means trying to open the door to come in, then—”

But he never got to finish the statement as Crisanta had finally made her way back to Kelly as fast as her high heels could carry her and now jumped between Kelly and the dude like she was a mama lion protecting her cub.

“What do you think you’re doing!” she screeched at him. “You gonna go attacking women in here? You think that’s what this evening’s about? What’s your name? I want to write it down so I can tell everyone here to automatically scratch you off their card! Hunh? What’s your name?”

The pissed-off dude looked down, agog, at Kelly’s pint-size protector, then finally dropped the sourness and smirked. “You know what, don’t worry about it. I’m not here to do the—what do you call it?—speed dating thing. I’m just a designated driver for this shmoe, okay?” He jerked a thumb at the suited roughneck behind him, who was directing his grin at Crisanta now, his eyes so obviously undressing her that Kelly found herself blushing.

Crisanta didn’t, though. She just stuck out her chest in even more of a challenge and said, “Well you watch it. Cause I’m watching you.” She turned her glare on the guy in the suit behind him. “And you! Eyes back in their sockets! Go sign in and get your card! Try to think up something intelligent to say when you get to me. You just tell me I look hot and you could of just spent the time picking your nose.”

Then she turned around and grabbed Kelly’s hand. “Come on, girl. Gotta get you your card too.”

 And Kelly followed her. But not before she’d caught the gaze again of the guy who’d pushed then caught her. His eyes. They’d seemed stormy black when he’d been angry, but she now saw they were green. Or blue? Studying her with an unsettling intensity. He really did look familiar, though she was sure she’d never met him before.

For a moment she almost regretted he wasn’t going to join in on this event. Then he shook his head at her in disgust and she decided no. This evening was going to be humiliating enough as it was. Give Mr. Leather Jacket a second chance to attack her?

She’d take a pass.

 

~~~~

 

The bell dinged again and the elegant man who worked as a professor down the Turnpike in Harvard gave her a brief nod and smile before pushing back his chair and standing up to move on. Kelly hesitated just a second before checking the yes box on her little card of names that they’d given her. Her name, of course, was on his card as well. And if he checked a yes beside it, then at the end of the night, the mutual yesses would each be given the other person’s contact numbers.

Almost involuntarily, she glanced over at the bar after she checked it, and sure enough, Mr. Leather Jacket was smirking and giving his head a disgusted little shake before raising what looked like a glass of ice water to his lips and smooth back what she’d noted was remarkably thick brown hair.

That smirk. That head shake. It drove her crazy, and not just because it showed he was watching her. Judging her. No, it drove her crazy because it looked so familiar that she swore she knew the man. But not from her work at Chase Biochemicals, obviously. And she was sure he didn’t live in her apartment building because she would have remembered. The hair. The smoldering eyes. The smirk. The head shake.

Damn it. Where did she know him from? She almost wanted to stand up and just ask him. He was only five or six feet from her, like he’d planted himself purposely close enough to eavesdrop on her embarrassment for the full ninety minutes they were doing this. 

“Hey! Psst!” said Crisanta, who’d arranged to get the table just before Kelly’s in the rotation, so she sat just to Kelly’s left. “You check him off? I thought he’d be good for you. He’s smart. I prepped him for you.”

Kelly held up her card to show the check mark just as the next guys sat down in front of both her and Crisanta. Number 18 out of 24, and so far she’d only checked yes on three guys; no guarantees they’d checked yes for her on their cards. She should probably have checked more, but could only take so much judgment from Leather Jacket.

But anyway. Number 18, identified on the card as Bryce Parks. Parks. Parks? Why did that click some kind of recognition tingle inside her?

Then she actually looked at the suited guy who sat in front of her and realized it was the “shmoe” that Leather Jacket had said he was being designated driver for. And Kelly now understood why. She could smell the liquid courage Bryce had obviously drunk for this evening. (Or during the evening somehow?) What was even more interesting was that Bryce didn’t make any signs of acknowledging their earlier meeting. He just launched into a full description of himself without asking her a thing. And sadly, if he was telling the truth, he might actually be a decent guy. Despite his rough appearance and lack of higher education, he was a manager at an import business and made good money. Already divorced once, but he did say he liked women with brains. (Had Crisanta prepped him to say that, like some kind of joke?)

“So which sports team do you follow?” Kelly interrupted him.

Bryce—he’d drunkenly explained it wasn’t short for anything—blinked stupidly at her. “Sports? Like what? I love sports. Football, baseball, bowling…”

“Seriously? Bowling?”

“…golf, fishing, swimming, Olympics, hockey…”

“The Bruins then? You cheer for the Bruins?”

“Sure. What city are they from? Kidding. Kidding! They’re trying for the Superbowl this year, right? Kidding!” He snorted at his own joke.

“So you like hockey?”

“Hockey, sure. Sure. And football, bowling, Olympics. Anything but baseball. Stupid sport. Slow and boring…”

She turned and looked back at Leather Jacket with her eyes wide and unbelieving. He looked like he was silently killing himself with laughter, trying to hide it in his drink, but catching her eyes to pass a sympathetic shrug.

And that made Bryce’s rant almost worth it. Kelly turned fully back to the poor guy and said just a little louder than she had to, “Would you like me to take you to a baseball game sometime and explain why it’s not slow and boring?”

Again the blinking. “Hunh?”

“You might find there’s even a reason why it’s called America’s game.”

Bryce’s face lit up. “You’d take me? Like a date?”

“Um, sure. Maybe. You just put a little check beside my name. Right there. In the Yes box. That’s right. Good.”

“Man, my bro’s going to piss himself when I tell him. Baseball date. Ha! Baseball!”

The recognition tingle she’d felt at his name came back big time. Tried to link to the earlier tingle she’d had. And it finally fell together. Clunk.

“Your brother,” she said. “That’s the guy at the bar? The one in the leather jacket?”

“Yep. Owen. Very sober guy. Very seeee-rious.”

“Owen Parks. Has he always lived here in Boston?”

Bryce shook his head hard then had to stop and hold it with both hands. “Uh-unh. Toronto, for like forever. Oh, I’m going to be sick.”

“Now, now, Bryce. Just straighten your tie. The bell’s about to ring again.”

She didn’t even look back to see Leather Jacket after that one. Let him stew in it a little. She knew who he was.

 

 

~~~~

 

And finally they were done.

As Kelly said a tired goodbye to number 24, she felt a presence at her shoulder and turned to see Leather Jacket, Owen Parks, dragging a chair to sit down beside her.

“So how does this work now?” he said, looking at her card.

She couldn’t help noticing that when he wasn’t being all angry or judgmental, he had a really nice jawline and smelled good. But she didn’t trust it was really anything about him, exactly, that was giving her gooseflesh at being so close. So she just whispered it out.

“You’re a major league baseball player!”

He held a finger to his lips and didn’t even look at her. “Yes.”

“For the Jays. You batted two homers in one game against the Cards a couple years back. Last year you caught out David Ortiz in the ninth on a crazy pop to center. Ended the game.”

“What? You don’t know my RBIs?”

“You’re not home team. I
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