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12 Blind Dates

By Pat Henshaw


Chapter 1

“Luke, trust us on this. You are not making
an effort.” Gina squeezed my upper arm. I squirmed out of her
touch.

“We have planned this intervention to get you
out of your condo and give you a chance to meet some eligible men.”
Rita glared at me like she did everyone. Tough love was Rita’s M.O.
I wasn’t surprised she was a ringleader of this little
enterprise.

Before I could answer them, the third of
Luke’s Trio spoke. As usual, I had to lean in to hear her. Tina was
the tiniest of them and the drabbest. Gina the Giant and Rita the
Red-headed Vixen usually overshadowed and overpowered Tina.

“You’re breaking my heart, Luke. You need
joy, happiness, and sex.” Her voice dipped on the last word. Tina
didn’t like to talk about anyone’s sex life, especially mine. After
a couple of beats, she added, “You need someone who treats you like
the king you are.”

“Don’t you mean prince, Teeny?”

Her eyes lit. She looked like an imp.

“Dearest Luke, you passed prince age a long
time ago. You and Prince Charles.”

A few weeks ago, I had stepped over the
threshold of forty. Now, according to the Trio, I was solidly in
middle age. They’d had it with my wallowing in heartbreak.

I’d known all three of them since high school
when we were outcasts. I’d seen all of them naked, not at the same
time, but individually, as they had seen me. We’d vomited on each
other, told each other our hopes and dreams, suffered through all
our bad choices, and rejoiced during what seemed to be our
triumphs. We knew each other inside and out, had seen and examined
each other’s fatal flaws, and were still strong friends.

We liked each other.

Looking from one avid face to the next, I
knew I was doomed to accept whatever hare-brained scheme they’d
concocted.

“What do you want me to do?”

I sighed at their satisfied smiles.

I could have drawn out my agreement to
whatever they planned. But why? When they were determined, they
were determined. Through the years, we’d intervened like this for
each other. This just happened to be my turn.

“Okay, so here’s the deal. You give us four
weekends. And we give you solid possibilities.” Gina leaned in but
didn’t pull out a chart, graph, or spreadsheet for which I was
thankful. “We have picked out guys we think might be perfect for
you.”

“Might be.” Tina’s near whisper underscored
the salient point. “We’re not promising anything.”

Gina and Rita glared at her. When Tina sat
back against the bistro chair, Rita moved in.

“We set up a Save Luke from Himself fund and
have picked out twelve places to go. Three places per weekend.”

They stared at me. I stared back. I let the
silence build. There was more. I was sure of it.

“With specific guys.” Tina was whispering,
but the idea thundered in my head.

Twelve fucking blind dates. Three dates a
weekend for four weeks. I didn’t think so.

“The first one is on Saturday with Mike. He’s
a salesman and is as nice as can be.” Rita’s no nonsense was
back.

After a staring match, we nodded to each
other. I blinked first.

Damn.

I was going out with Mike.

* * * *

On the outskirts of the San Francisco Bay
Area, our town doesn’t have a major league baseball team, but does
have a farm team. The Zephyrs have gone through a number of hands,
but it’s essentially the same team my dad took me to see when I was
a kid.

The stadium, however, has changed as much as
the town over the years.

Where the Zephyr home field used to be
surrounded by rows of wooden benches on three sides of a baseball
diamond, now the stadium was solid on two sides with swanky
bathrooms, and a snack area.

Taking in an afternoon of handsome, athletic
young men running around in tight uniforms wasn’t going to be a
hardship. Spending time with personable Mike, whom I’d met on a
quick FaceTime meeting, wasn’t going to be too bad either.

Whether we’d fall madly in love was yet to be
seen. My money was on the Zephyrs losing and Mike being an okay
date.

He’d gotten to the stadium first and was
standing by the will-call booth, his hands in the front pockets of
his jeans. We were dressed in the same middle-aged guy outfits of
button-down shirts, jeans, and loafers. We looked a little more
upscale than most of the men around us, but not enough to make us
stand out.

I walked up, shook his hand, and got our
tickets. My friends had done us proud. We were sitting in an
exclusive section between home plate and first base where we might
be able to snag a foul ball or two. The seats had thicker padding
and were spaced farther apart, giving us more legroom.

“This is pretty nice of your friends.” He was
looking around as if he’d never been in this part of the stadium
before.

“Yeah, they were wallowing in a real Pity
Luke moment.”

He pushed down on the padding of his seat
before sitting and wiggling in to get comfortable.

“Oh, yeah? Why are we pitying Luke?”

He turned to me. His face and his eyes
radiated interest. I sighed.

“Really, it’s too cliché to be of note.” I
looked away for a second, but his comfort and understanding made me
turn back. “I thought—well, and they thought—I’d found the love of
my life. He and I lived together for four years, then one day he
was gone. Like a magician’s bunny. He vanished. His stuff was still
in our apartment. His car in his parking spot. But he was totally
gone as if he hadn’t existed. I was worried enough to call the
police thinking something horrible had happened.”

Now Mike’s forehead was scrunched up in
concern.

“Yup. You guessed it. They found him without
much searching. I became the butt of a lot of jokes.” I shrugged.
It had taken a couple of years for me to feel comfortable enough to
be dismissive. “He’d taken off with a guy he worked with, a guy
who’d been a mutual friend. It hadn’t occurred to either one of
them to tell me or their other friends. As he told me over the
phone, We didn’t want to make you feel bad.”

“Wow.”

I let the silence linger as I watched the
team walk back to the dugout after their warmup. Yeah. Okay. Wow.
What more could a stranger say?

The hole in my heart was smaller, but even
now sensitive to the touch. Still, he might as well know what a
stupid, trusting ass I had been and what a suspicious, untrusting
bastard I was. Two years felt like it had done nothing to fill the
hole. I wondered if it would always be there, the pit that stopped
me from forming another relationship.

“Anyway, as you might imagine, I didn’t jump
right back into dating. My real friends started getting worried.” I
gestured from him to me. “Hence, an intervention and tickets to a
ballgame.”

I finished with a question that had been
bothering me.

“So, Mike, do you know why they hit on you to
be my ice breaker?”

He flashed me a rueful grin.

“Yup. Same thing happened to me. Only no
police or no public drama. Mine’s even more cliché than yours. Came
home from work to find him bottoms up…Well, you can take it from
there.”

I looked at him and shook my head. He
mirrored my disgust.

We rose for the national anthem and didn’t
talk about our pasts for the rest of the game.

Instead, we talked about the weather and the
team’s chances of winning today, the kind of chatter that reminded
me of target practice or Russian roulette. We were both searching
for something to spark a mutual interest or to shut down this
experiment in finding forever.

As we got settled, I suggested we get
something to eat and drink. He agreed, so I went off to the
stadium’s food court.

When I got back, a good-looking guy about our
age was sitting in my seat. In the row ahead of us was an empty
seat next to an older man.

“Hey, this is Bert and his father Big Al.
They’re celebrating a Father-Son outing.” Mike winked at me. “The
father’s the one outing himself today. Bert’s been out since high
school.”

After I handed Mike my haul, Bert shook my
hand and started to stand.

I waved him back down.

“No, don’t get up. I don’t mind getting you
guys something to drink or eat. I know the fast track around the
food court now.”

They laughed. I went back to get more beers,
unshelled peanuts, and ballpark dogs. We spent the rest of the game
playing musical chairs. I was intrigued by Bert’s father coming out
after his son.

“My wife was my best friend.” Al shook his
head, looking sad. “I loved her, but not the way I should have
loved her. Now she’s gone. It took my son’s bravery in facing who
he is to wake me up. A sad, sad situation, but true.”

“So have you been dating much?”

“Not at all.” He gave a huffy laugh. “Bert
keeps telling me we should double date. Can you imagine?”

“Yes. It sounds like a good plan.”

He stared at me as if I’d grown another
head.

“Seriously?”

“Now that your wife has passed away, who is
your best friend?”

I didn’t have to explain it to him. He might
be a little lost, but he wasn’t stupid.

When my friends and I met for the debrief, I
had to admit I’d had a good time. Mike was nice as were Bert and
his father. I wouldn’t mind seeing any one of them again. The idea
stopped my supporters cold.

Still, they were miffed to learn Mike hadn’t
spent the night and we hadn’t had ground-shaking sex. Oddly enough,
I’d considered both, something that shocked me a little. I didn’t
tell the Trio about my wayward thoughts.

“Maybe next time.” Gina said it as if she’d
make sure it came true.

I shuddered at her words. What did she think
she could say? Or do? Yikes.

* * * *


Chapter 2

Dates two and three were total busts.
Nightmares better forgotten than recorded.

Gina set up date two at a prix fix French
restaurant fifteen miles out of town in an old refurbished
farmhouse. The chef, his wife, and two adult sons had relocated to
the area from Lyon, bringing with them family recipes and a Cordon
Bleu experience.

I’d heard good things about it and looked
forward to eating there. Reservations were backed up for months, so
they were only available on a know-somebody-who-knows-somebody
basis. Gina’s firm was handling their publicity, so she knew the
chef, his wife, and their sons. She assured me I would get top-line
service. Even on a busy Saturday night.

Unfortunately, since my date was a no-show, I
also got top-line visibility.

After a half hour of waiting for him and not
drinking the house-comped wine—I still had to drive back home—we
all gave up on seeing or hearing from him. The management kindly
loaded up my food. The chef even taped reheating instructions to
every parchment-wrapped bundle. I did the walk-of-shame from the
best table in the house to the front door then all but ran to my
car. If the food hadn’t smelled so good, I would have tossed it
into the nearest garbage can.

Gina, backed by Rita and Tina, pounded on my
front door Sunday morning, ready to throw herself on a sword in
remorse.

“Go away. It’s not your fault,” I shouted
through the
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