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Thank you, Jake, Becca, and Sarah. Without
you, I’d just be Mom.

* * * *

A Helping Hand to Love Box Set

By Pat Henshaw

12 Blind Dates


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 door.

Little did I know I’d get to say this a few
more times in the coming week.

After a while, the Trio left. The night
before, I’d drunk a bottle of wine, so with a hangover, I went back
to bed.

* * * *

No rest for the wicked, however, since I
still had an open-mic poetry reading at a local bookstore with
Paulo for date number three.

Groucho’s Bestsellers started as a used
bookstore and comic shop, and hadn’t changed in decades. In fact,
it was probably the most down-to-earth bookstore on the planet
stocked with works from defunct small presses, random poetry
houses, and overflowing shelves of mystery, science fiction,
fantasy, and other genres lofty critics usually sneered at. If
nothing else, an open-mic late afternoon should be interesting.

Paulo showed up wearing a beret, a mime’s
striped, long-sleeve knit shirt, chef’s pants, and combat boots.
His face was so pale I wanted to check his pulse to see if he was
alive.

“Man, am I scared.”

“Um, why?” I didn’t get it. Hadn’t he signed
up to do this?

“Oh, man, your friends didn’t tell you?” I
must have looked blank because he hurried on. “I’m reading first
from my epic poem, Whither the Wildebeest. It’s about my
migration from riches to rags.”

“Okay. Can’t wait to hear it.” Actually, I
couldn’t. The title and explanation were about what I’d expect from
Groucho’s.

“Oh, man. I feel like I’m gonna hurl.”

An hour later, I was still waiting to hear
the poem. Paulo, unfortunately, had walked up to the mic, tripped
on the mic wire, slammed into the stool, face-planted at the foot
of the stage, vomited, and passed out in a pool of blood from the
gash in his forehead. After EMT’s and ambulance personnel left, the
poetry reading was cancelled. I was back home, not mentally
prepared to call the Trio.

Instead, I sat on my deck and read one of
Neil Plakcy’s Angus Green mysteries.

* * * *

I was glad to get a call from Mike that
evening as the sun was setting. He wanted to know how the great
experiment in blind dating by the dozen was going. I told him about
dates two and three.

He honed in on the important part right
away.

“You still got the food?”

“Not funny.”

“Not joking. I’ll be happy to come over and
help you eat it.”

Oddly, it sounded like a plan. And Mike
sounded like a perfect dinner companion.

We got the food heated up and served on a
table with a cloth and candles.

“And why not?” Mike asked. “We’re civilized.
Right?”

He pulled out my chair for me. I glanced at
him in surprise.

“Monsieur, your meal awaits.” He gave me an
impatient look. “Sit, dammit. I’m starving. This smells
delicious.”

I sat, he sat, and we dug in.

“So what made you angriest?”

“Date Two’s lack of communication. He could
have at least called sometime and said to forget about it.
Preferably before I got to the restaurant.” I glanced up at him. “I
feel sorry for Paulo. All those wildebeests left stranded.”

He laughed and took another bite.

“Yeah. Poor wildebeests.” He grinned as he
pointed to his plate. “Still, I can’t be totally ungrateful about
Date Two.”

I shook my head, but smiled back at him.

We ate in silence for a while. The food, as
expected, was excellent. What made the meal so enjoyable and a
little surprising for me was how relaxed it was. I felt comfortable
with Mike.

“Hey, you know what? I have an idea.” He
swiped my fork away from the last piece of éclair. “How about I
come along for the blind dates? I’d even bring my own date if you
want. Um, maybe Bert, you know, the guy from the baseball game who
was there with his dad. Then if something weird happens or the guy
doesn’t show, you’ve got backup.”

I was grateful for his concern, so I
agreed.

* * * *


Chapter 3

Since dates four and five had already been
lined up without Mike and Bert being invited to go on them, we
decided to start the foolproof blind date backup plan on date six.
I mean, what could go wrong on Friday and Saturday?

About the most positive part of date four was
the date showed up. Equally, that could have been the worst part of
the date.

Rita, who organized catering for gala events,
had scored a pair of tickets to the premier of the newest Marvel
film at the refurbished mall Cineplex. During the pandemic, the
Cineplex had gutted its theaters, transforming its rows of
hard-backed chairs into home entertainment seating.

I’d read a couple of online articles about
how incredible the new wave of movie theater comfort was becoming,
so even if I wasn’t gung-ho about another blind date, I was looking
forward to being one of a pampered audience.

Bernard showed up in a three-piece suit like
he’d stepped out of a GQ ad. Audience members around us
ranged from those costumed to those in theme T-shirts. I wore jeans
and a neutral sweater.

After exchanging names and a hearty
handshake, we were greeted by people with clipboards who logged us
in and told us where our seats were located. As we waited our turn
to enter the theater itself, Bernard glanced around and sighed.

“I should have known.” He looked like he was
in pain. “Who are these people?”

Thinking it was a genuine question and he’d
never seen cosplayers before, I started to answer as he shook his
head, disgust written all over his face.

“They have no appreciation of the time,
trouble, and creative genius that went into this production,” he
said.

“What? No! You’ve got it wrong. They’re the
ones who truly appreciate what we’re going to see.”

I realized my mistake almost immediately.
Obviously, nobody ever told Bernard he was wrong.

The date immediately plunged toward disaster
status.

With him ignoring me, we were checked off the
guest list, given brochures about the operation of the lounge
seats, and ushered into the theater.

I was reading how the seats reclined,
featured built-in speakers, sported cup holders with cold and hot
settings, and even gave massages. To break our silence, I was about
to comment how a massage might put me to sleep instead of enhance
the movie experience when I realized Bernard wasn’t anywhere near
me.

He was down the row facing a handsome
twenty-something in the center chair.

“I don’t give a fuck who you think you are!
I’m sure this is my seat,” Bernard yelled.

After we were escorted from the
theater—without seeing the movie—Bernard stalked off to the parking
lot and it was the last I saw of him.

Mike thought the story of the date was really
funny.

“Okay, wise guy. What would you or Bert have
done to help me out?”

“Um, I would have stepped in and explained
how we weren’t responsible for your blind date’s actions and let
Bernard leave and be his own unhappy self. Then we all would have
sat back and enjoyed the movie. You were being too nice to have
walked out with him.”

“Well, he was my date.”

“Not right then he wasn’t.” Mike looked at me
with a huge grin. “Did you even get to try out the new lounge
chairs?”

At my head shake, he added, “Well, I’m
putting them down on our to-do list.”

Our to-do list? How come his words
made me feel hopeful? I didn’t tell him, though.

In the end, he and I thought the next date
couldn’t possibly be worse.

We were wrong. So wrong.

* * * *

Date five had been arranged by Tina. At the
pre-date briefing, the other two members of the Trio had looked as
skeptical as I felt.

“Luke, Azure is the brother of a friend of
mine. He teaches art at the community college and other places
around town. You’ll be going to a gallery opening of one of his
colleagues. It’s casual, so you can wear jeans and a T-shirt. Don’t
dress up. Remember, it’s casual.” She bit her lip and glanced up at
me. “He’s a laid-back good guy.” Then she muttered as a follow-up,
“Unless he’s pushed.”

I didn’t know Azure, but I guessed from those
ominous words what was going to happen.

Azure—”call me Az” but how he slurred it
sounded like “ass”—was as short as Tina, just as pale but without
the spark she had in her eyes. He was stoned. I was relieved when I
met him, mistakenly thinking a stoned art-type wouldn’t make
waves.

I showed up in faded jeans, old Rolling Stone
T-shirt, and black Reeboks. He showed up in slashed white painter
overalls, bright orange fishnet halter top, and alligator skin
cowboy boots. He’d ringed his eyes with bright red lipstick,
redirected his eyebrows to under his receding hairline, and had so
many piercings I thought the metal detectors would howl in
disbelief. After he was wanded into the gallery, he slouched up to
me.

“Hey, baby.” He grabbed me with strong arms
as I watched his dilated pupils. “You must be Luke, the hunk. Call
me Azzzzzz.”

He gave me a fierce hug while rubbing his
face on my T-shirt. He was French kissing Mick’s red tongue.

“Um, uh, yeah. Hi, Az. Um, yeah, I’m
Luke.”

I unglued him from my chest and pushed him
away. Tina had said he was a little freewheeling, so I’d been
moderately prepared for him. I was relieved I hadn’t offered to
pick him up and drive us to this event. I didn’t want to be his
keeper for the night. Better we were separate on this blind
date.

“So you know Desmond?” I was trying to make
innocuous small talk.

Desmond was the gallery owner and artist in
residence. His work ringed the exhibit space.

Az gave a derisive snort.

“Oh, yeah. Dezzz and I go way back.” His
dreamy stare off into the distance had a nasty edge to it.

Whatever he saw in his mind’s eye was
definitely a bag of shit I didn’t want opened and dumped over me,
so I studied the artwork surrounding us.

Dez’s wall art was edgy, bright, and unusual
in its composition. I liked most of the pieces. The artist could
easily persuade me to be a buyer instead of a viewer.

“See anything you like?” Dez had walked up
behind me. His question was a challenge, not an inquiry. Az stood
next to him, slightly swaying back and forth with a smug little
smile hovering over his lips.

Slashed painter’s overalls, fishnet shirt,
and cowboy boots seemed to be the preferred artist uniform. Dez’s
were multicolored, neon orange, and snakeskin. Mick Jaggar’s bright
red tongue on my vintage T-shirt wasn’t holding its own in this
crowd.

Abandoning fashion, I concentrated on
answering Dez’s question.

“Yeah, actually I see a lot of things I
like.” Time for the go-along, get-along Luke to step to the rear
and let my decisive side out. “All of them. I like it all.”

Both of them stared at me with variations of
stunned on their faces. Az looked suspicious like he was trying to
figure out what con I was playing.

Dez beamed. His jaded
I-don’t-care-what-you-think slouch melted into an eight-year-old
super proud stance.

“You do?” He didn’t wait for an answer.
“Which one’s your favorite?”

I pivoted slowly, giving each piece its due.
Finally, I strolled over to an assemblage of metal, bone, and
scraps of cloth arranged over a turquoise, orange, and pink
background.

“Well, let’s see. It’s hard to choose. Take
this one, for example. I love the way the three-dimensional
materials proudly weep from the canvas, only to be lifted by the
sunrise behind them. The message I get is that the natural world
will rise each day no matter how we abuse it. It’s a statement
about the resurgence of life. What’s not to like?”

Suddenly, Dez was hugging me, his fingers
running through my hair. Since I’m a little over six feet tall and
he couldn’t be more than five six or so, his embrace was awkward at
best, very embarrassing at worst.

“Um, you can let him go. He’s my
date.” Az was pulling at Dez. Then clawing at him. Dez
retaliated.

I stepped away in surprise as the crowd of
observers closed around them to watch what was going on.

To tell the truth, I had never seen a cat
fight between people before and hope never to see one again. Since
Dez was the gallery owner, I wasn’t sure who was supposed to step
in and break it up. Finally, one of the guests called 911 for help,
and a huge woman who towered over the two artists waded in and
almost literally tore them apart.

As the cops arrived and the crowd wandered
away, I sidled up to Az, who was being seen by one of the
medics.

“Look. I don’t think this is working out, so
I’m leaving. I hope everything goes more smoothly for you in the
future.”

“No, wait!” He tried to grab my sleeve, but
the medic lowered his arm and kept dabbing his face. “I’ll call
you!”

I turned and looked straight into his
eyes.

“Not a good idea. But thanks.”

I got home and immediately phoned Mike. I
have no idea why.

He couldn’t stop laughing.

“Luke, Luke, baby. If it weren’t for bad
luck…”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. I wouldn’t have any luck
at all.”

“Well, at least I hope you’re writing down
the details of these dates for your memoirs, 12 Dates from
Hell.”

“Wait a minute! Who said all twelve are going
to go like the last few? And how about our date? Was it so
awful?”

He agreed it hadn’t been horrible, then asked
if I’d like to go out for a beer or wine later, which sounded like
a good idea.

Feeling better about the day, I realized I
had one more phone call to make.

All I had to do was ring Tina and break her
heart. She was counting on me to like Az. I had no idea why.

* * * *


Chapter 4

The debrief after the gallery opening date
turned into an apology and weep fest. My Trio was gutted by the
previous three dates.

“We’ve set you back,” wailed Gina.

Before I could reply and soothe her, Rita,
who never cries, looked ready to burst into tears. Tina, who always
cries whether she’s happy, sad, or in between, was already
sobbing.

We were sitting on my couch, one on either
side of me and Gina at my feet. My left shoulder was already wet
from Tina’s tears. My right shoulder was getting there from Rita’s
sudden outburst. Gina was hunched up into a ball, rocking back and
forth hugging herself between my feet.

Once I might have thought there was nothing
more uncomfortable and embarrassing than going on the blind dates
these friends had arranged.

I was wrong.

It was much worse to have them cry over me
and beg me to forgive them for the miserable dates and the men
they’d chosen.

“Okay, stop. All of you. You have nothing to
be sorry about. Really.” I reached over to the end table and
snagged the box of tissues they insisted I keep there. “Here. Mop
up. Let’s talk about this.”

Little by little, they stopped gushing tears
and focused on changing my life. They started throwing out ideas
and names of men I’d never met.

“Whoa. Stop.” I pushed Tina and Rita away
from me and turned Gina around to face us.

“First of all, I called Mike and talked to
him about the dates.”

Excited chatter erupted at this
statement.

“Hear me out. Hush.” I glared at them, one at
a time. “We came up with our own plan. He will double date with me
to the events and if something goes wrong, he’ll be there in case I
need a hand.”

They clapped as if delighted. Tina hugged
me.

“I feel bad you put so much work into getting
the dates and events together for me to back out at this point.”
Their smiling faces buoyed me. “I have another suggestion. How
about if the three of you also come on the dates with us? You were
right, you know. I wasn’t putting myself out there. I was letting
my experience with the bastard rule my life. Thank you.”

Now the crying and gushing and general chaos
really took over.

I felt good about clearing the air. Now I was
ready to find Mr. Right. Even Mr. Maybe was a possibility. If
nothing worked out, my new friend Mike was someone I could hang out
with.

* * * *

Date six shaped up to be more of a community
event than a one-on-one date. We were going to compete in the
Trivia Night quiz at the newly opened British pub, Winnie’s
Bulldog, nicknamed The Dog. We meaning Rita, Gina, Tina, Mike,
Bert, Big Al, me, and my next blind date.

He met us at the pub’s good-sized parking
lot. The pub had only been open for a few weeks, so everything from
the newly paved and striped lot to the square building with its
manufactured brick and pressboard accents were arranged to look
like an American film version of a Mock Tudor pub.

As I got out of my Honda, a guy hopped out of
a beat-up burnt orange truck. He was tall and skinny with spiked
hair and wore tight-fitting black jeans, a black short-sleeved
T-shirt, a multi-colored vest, and combat boots. He walked
decisively over to me with his hand out.

“Hi, you must be Luke Tyler, Rita and Gina’s
friend.” He glanced behind me and waved. “I’m Cornelius. Family
name. Call me Neal.”

We shook hands and sized each other up. He
was a little shorter than me and whippet thin. If he wasn’t a
distance runner, he should be with his build. His eyes looked avid,
eager to get started answering trivia questions.

As we walked toward the pseudo-pub, he leaned
closer.

“Is it just me or is this place really weird?
Doesn’t it look like a model maker was playing around and decided
to drop a sham British pub in the middle of this parking lot as a
joke?”

I glanced at him, picked up on the mischief
in his eyes, and laughed. My laugh hooked onto his snort and we
bonded. He threw his arm around me when I stepped through the front
door. From the corner of my eye
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