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It was Friday night.
As usual on a Friday night, Sprouts Café was packing ’em in. What a crowd. No table stayed vacant long at the most popular restaurant down on old Fenton pier.
Lou Franco stood in the crush at the front counter, one of the many unhappy patrons waiting for his takeout order to arrive. Cheek by jowl wasn’t exactly how he would have described his ticklish position with the customer up ahead of him in the pickup line, but the expression came mighty damn close.
Hoping to extricate himself from the tight spot, Lou put his keister in reverse. And got nowhere quick. His back was literally up against the wall. Next he sidestepped. Left side. Right side. Any side? Nope. And with his dick already riding the rear bumper of the customer up ahead of him, edging forward amounted to -- yep -- suicide. On the bright side, this front-to-back squeeze had all the earmarks of an opportunity made in Heaven. Maybe he’d finally get to add a name and phone number to that little black book he’d been meaning to buy. Except --
Was he goosing a male or a female?
He didn’t know. Couldn’t tell. And not the sort to swing either way, he was left with an ambiguous, though definite problem.
When a guy was single and rapidly approaching farty…
Damn. To get him riled, Pete deliberately mispronounced his old man’s next birthday. As if Lou didn’t find the milestone humbling enough already, his son had to go and relegate his age to the level of potty humor. Now the kid had him doing it too.
Okay, where was he?
Uh-oh. Brain freeze. Not for the life of him could Lou remember his last thought. Was this one of those embarrassing senior moments all the old farts -- er -- middle-aged talked about?
Eventually his premature senility or situational anxiety -- or whatever the hell had caused him to blank -- cleared, and Lou started over.
When a guy was single and rapidly approaching -- ahem -- the Big Four-Oh, his sex life had plenty enough complications already without throwing the current androgynous look into the mix. Old-fashioned or no, Lou liked to know up front, before making that all-important first pass, that his date and he would be using separate washroom facilities during the course of the evening -- the unisex at Sprouts excluded. Long and short, for his own piece of mind, Lou needed to ascertain if the customer up ahead of him in line shared the same territorial rights as he to the urinal.
A covert investigation of course. Asking “Hey, you a he or a she?” probably wouldn’t cut it. The customer might construe such a question as impolite. Even rude. And nothing but nothing killed a blossoming romance quicker than being a jerk. Not that Lou would know anything about that, his mama having raised him up right and all. Then again, if it turned out the customer did not belong to the feminine persuasion, the offended fella might just try landing Lou a sucker-punch. And in this close encounter, he had no place to duck. Damn awkward.
Nope, direct confrontation was not the way to go. But he had to do something. At the very least, he owed the person up ahead of him in line an apology. Naturally the pardonez moi would go down a helluva lot easier with a “Ma’am” or a “Mister” attached.
Perspiration popped on Lou’s brow. Suddenly, his silk tie felt like a hangman’s noose around his bobbing Adam’s apple. Okay, okay. No need to panic. Yet. There were options. He could always:
(1) Assess the customer’s build.
Hmm. The person ahead of him in line was tall, just shy of Lou’s own six foot-two. But all those lanky feet and inches hung on a graceful frame. Leading him to deduce…
Size told him squat.
(2) Strike up a conversation with the customer in the hopes of determining genitalia by way of vocal cords. An iffy proposition at best, and with his tin ear, doomed to fail. These days, most male pop singers sounded like chicks to Lou. Making him conclude…
Voice determined zilch.
(3) Tell the customer to turn around so he could do a face scan.
Sound idea, that. Except -- neither of them could move. No kidding, he was sandwiched between the customer and the wall. And, in this PB&J, his nuts were getting jammed but good. Furthermore, what did he know from features? Lots of guys, especially those who wore makeup, looked pretty to him. And lots of females who didn’t wear makeup looked pretty to him. Fact was -- anybody younger than his advanced age looked pretty damned good to Lou. Forcing him to say…
Features predicted zip.
(4) Conduct a discreet survey of the customer’s wardrobe.
Everybody knew clothes made the man, while a woman made whatever she was wearing kind of wonderful. Yep, it was all about the duds. Starting at ground zero, he’d work his way up.
Lou dropped his gaze to the floor. And coughed. The customer wore mustard-colored work boots. Like they told him anything. Even Mister Antoine, the interior decorator Lou had hired to class-up the Pink Flamingo’s strip club image, wore work boots. Everybody and their granny wore work boots.
Though -- though -- the feet these work boots encased looked kind of tiny. Now he was getting somewhere. Pigmy-sized work boots could mean the customer was female. Or, the dude he was courting just happened to have small feet…
Shoes, Lou concluded, gave nothing away.
The same went for the baggy, multi-pocketed cargo pants he/she had on. Pete called them “raging,” which meant, Lou assumed, everybody owned at least a dozen pairs. Even the tasteful red-plaid boxers, revealed by the customer’s sagging waistband, no longer defined gender. Ever since clothing designers started sticking their collective noses in underwear -- the last bastion of masculinity and the single solitary place they should have kept their haute couture nostrils out of -- males and females alike wore boxers.
And that was just so wrong.
What was up with the world today? People should look, talk, act, and think like their own sex. Transgender threads, in particular, had gotten way out of hand. Prompting him to argue…
Fashion only confused the issue.
While figuratively scratching his skull -- figuratively because the line was packed too tight to do it for real -- Lou let go a blustery sigh. And immediately realized he had overlooked something, a sex-specific something, which might clear up his present perplexity.
(5) Check out the customer’s hair, the ends of which his exhaled breath had ruffled.
Lou narrowed his sights onto the top of the customer’s head, zooming in on those cylindrical, keratinized, often pigmented filaments characteristically growing from the epidermis of a mammal. Because the chromosomal truth, baby, was always in the “do.”
This do was a definite don’t. Collar-level brown hair looked like some twisted barber had gone at the thick layers with a hedge trimmer. Whack. Whack. Either that or the shaggy layers constituted a snotty stylist’s vision of glam. Angelo, a seventy-year-old paisano who buzzed and shaved and clipped in a one-man shop down in Little Italy, had been keeping Lou neat for years. And if it was good enough for Lou it was good enough for -- well -- no one under the age of forty. Leaving him to speculate that…
Hair was no sure thing anymore.
Geez. He couldn’t catch a break here even if his balls depended on it. And, whoa mama, did they ever. The little tingling action below his belt had swelled to major proportions. The boys needed an answer quick. Was he poking a fella or a female?
Pulling out all stops, Lou moved to the last resort measure of a desperate man. Over the customer’s wide but thin shoulder, Lou darted a downward glance deep into a gaping gender-neutral cotton shirt, where he tried to --
(6) Cop a Peeping Tom.
Whew. For definite, the customer was female. For double definite, Lou felt like a real ass-wipe for wondering if she had pierced anything else besides that sexy raspberry-toned nipple.
No place to go butt into her, Lou levered a hand between their bodies and tapped her arm. “Excuse me, ma’am. About my -- uh -- uh -- ”
How to phrase the delicate circumstance?
Asking if his dick was rubbing her the wrong way lacked a certain amount of finesse. A man didn’t want to misplace his couth at a time like this. Taking some advice from Pete, Lou tried getting in touch with his feminine side.
Nope. Nothing. He came up empty-handed. His feminine side was too long a stretch. Either that or he plain didn’t have one. This left him with turning on the charm.
Lou gave a shudder. Man. His short hairs were still smoking from the last time he’d turned on the charm with a woman in a crowd. Of course that crowd consisted of female office workers protesting sexual harassment. Busy checking out all those sweet womanly curves, he hadn’t noticed the rally signs the gals carried. Things had turned ugly fast.
As smooth he was not, Lou stuck with the truth. “About the position my condition is in -- if you feel the need to slap my face or anything, go ahead.”
At that exact moment, the line inched forward. The freed-up space gave the customer swivel room, enough space so she could turn her head.
She crinkled her wash-and-wear features into a broad, friendly smile. “Slap your face? Hardly. The only question is, do we introduce ourselves first or say fuck the formalities and go straight to bed?”
Lou exhaled the breath he’d been holding.
Whoa yeah. She was his kind of woman. Straightforward and to the point. Damn cute, too, in a tousled, natural sort of way. A pert nose. A wide, candid grin. Dancing blue eyes. Hot damn. This lady knew how to have a good time. Would she possibly consider having that good time with him?
He took a chance. “I’ve got no place to go ’til eleven. What say you we compromise and do both?” He stuck out his hand. “Lou Franco. Your place or mine?”
He groaned. Could he get any more trite than that? Geez, he was out of practice.
Obviously the forgiving sort, she didn’t draw attention to his blunder. “Blue Heron, here. Free ’til seven p.m. tomorrow. Either place will do.”
Her brisk, no-nonsense handshake suited her to a tee.
As did her name. Blue Heron. Just like the bird, she had long legs, a long neck, sort of a pointy chin. And wings. Not the angel kind. And not the embarrassing, feminine hygiene product kind that sent Pete and him scurrying to the fridge during TV commercials. Blue’s wings spoke of a free and soaring spirit.
Lou sighed again, this time not so gustily. Did he ever need some wing flapping in his life. He’d had his feet stuck firmly in the mud too damn long.
After their hands separated, Blue kept smiling. As if she wanted him to say more. As if she expected him to say more. What the hell was he supposed to say?
Kiss of death, small talk, he mused glumly. As evidenced by the “your place or mine” cliché he’d just let loose on an already cliché-ridden world.
When he didn’t say more, when he stood there with his tongue and dick tied up in knots, she said, “I’ll get back to my menu selecting now.” Then she turned away.
A handshake, an introduction, and already he’d messed up.
Lou stared at the back of Blue’s crazy, mixed-up hairdo, pondering his own bewilderment. A momentous make-it or break-it moment hovered in the balance. She’d pitched the ball. The game was up to him. Could he slam a homerun, or should he give up and return to the lockers dragging his bat?
Damn. The pressure of being a man in today’s world was enough to make him want to hang up his dick forever. In Pete’s post-modern, pop psychology, crappola-speak, he felt a mite conflicted. How should he play this -- real deal or pretend cool?
Yeah right. His hurting ’nads, he was cool. Even as a young man, he’d never been cool. Besides which, his full-blown, very uncool hard-on had pretty much given away the genuineness of his interest.
Real, it was.
Average, that was him. A guy who for twelve years had dragged his ass out of bed every morning to drop a sandwich and an apple in his kid’s school backpack. And now that Pete had left for college, Lou still woke up early though a need no longer existed. Pathetic.
What woman wanted pathetic?
Women wanted exciting. Navy SEALs. Spies. Bodyguards. Bloodsucking vamps.
Hey. He used to be a police detective. Did that count? Maybe he could somehow work his former career into the conversation --
Naw. What for? His cop days were a lifetime ago. He was no longer that same man. Now he was somebody’s boring dad. Only Pete was growing up and Lou would soon be somebody’s displaced dad, leaving him with only boring to fall back on.
“You a vegetarian?” Lou finally thought to ask, grabbing at straws, wanting to keep the conversation going, wanting to hear her voice again, wanting to get to know Blue Heron.
She stared straight ahead. “Why, yes. You?”
This was going great. Terrific. He asked a question, she answered it and then asked a question of her own. Give and take. She hadn’t totally shut him out.
“Vegetarian? No, not me,” he said, manfully. “That would be my son. He converted four years ago. In high school. According to Pete, Sprouts is the only restaurant in Fenton with stuff on the menu that doesn’t feel pain.”
In front of him, a wide set of shoulders shook in laughter.
“I love my kid,” he continued, seeing he was on a roll with Blue. “But sometimes I don’t know which planet Pete beamed down from. Feel pain. What kind of organic propaganda is that? Humans are carnivores, right? Not herbivores. Man needs to eat meat, the rawer the better --”
Lou stopped. Listen to him. What an idiot. Blue wasn’t laughing with him, she was laughing at him. When had he started saying humiliating stuff like that?
He knew the exact moment: eighteen years ago, when a maternity nurse had placed a little blue bundle in his arms. And Lou had not a single regret. Not about having to worry about mundane things like sneaking protein into his kid’s diet so he’d grow into a strong man. Not about highfalutin’ things like losing touch with the “child within him” so he could concentrate on the child who’d be up shit’s creek without him.
But wasn’t life strange sometimes? At twenty-one, he hadn’t intentionally opted into single parenthood. At thirty-nine, he hadn’t intentionally opted into the dating scene either. But there it was, and here he was, trying to get a date, and so out of it, he had not a clue what to do next.
Mortified, Lou straightened his cufflinks.
Blue turned toward him again, her smile sunny and warm. “Relax, Lou. We’re a go. Just so happens, you caught me in a horny mood.”
“Yeah?” His voice, even to his own ears, sounded almost pitifully hopeful. Did she mean what he thought she meant?
She nodded reassuringly. “Uh-huh. Now about your son -- not to worry. I’ve been a vegetarian longer than your Pete, and apart from a bout of prolonged sexual frustration, I’m perfectly healthy. And that’s in every area.” Her voice turned solemn. “You?”
“Healthy? Yeah. Real healthy. I jog three times a week, and my cholesterol is where it should be.”
She shot him a probing look, one of those searching gazes that made him realize she wasn’t talking about that whole confusing HDL versus LDL business his doctor was forever explaining to him. What she wanted was a statement as to his sexual history. Could he get any thicker?
“Oh. That kind of health. Yeah, I’m healthy, very healthy. Real -- um -- healthy, I guess you could say.”
Blue Heron was the most forthright person Lou had ever met, because if that question wasn’t a sexual go-ahead, he was his uncle’s monkey. Or, was that a monkey’s uncle? Or, maybe he was thinking of spanking the monkey? But whatever the correct saying, it looked to him like maybe he hadn’t struck-out at bat after all.
And that was good news. No boner about it, his love life sucked. Pete hadn’t needed a babysitter for years, but the kid was too full of testosterone to go without supervision. So -- when The Flamingo closed at two a.m. Pete’s dad went straight home from the club.
Alone. Always alone. And that was every night.
Bringing home some bar floozy was out of the question with an impressionable teen to whom Lou was forever preaching the joys of abstinence. As a result, Lou went without sex for extended periods of time.
Thirteen months, three weeks, two days, twenty-two-odd hours, without. But who was counting?
Him. He was counting. Tick tock. After Lou dropped Pete off at his college dorm last week, the countdown had started.
The old man’s turn now. Lou intended to concentrate on his own love life for a change instead of always worrying whether Pete was doing right by Mary or Sue or Wendy or whichever girl his son was seeing that week.
The end was in sight. But holy premature ejaculation! Ending his dry spell while waiting in a takeout express line was not how Lou had imagined it. At the very minimum, he wanted to get his pants unzipped first. Why wouldn’t the damn line move already?
“Everything is made to order at Sprouts,” Lou said, trying a new small talk angle to get his mind off the possibility of sticky boxers. “That’s why I always call ahead.”
“I wish I had known. I’m new in town.”
“New? How long you staying?”
“Three more days.”
“Really? Really! I could…maybe…you know…if you’re not busy or anything…show you around. Except for a stint in the navy, I’ve lived here all my life.”
“Kind of you to offer. And thank you. I’d like that bunches. And to think I only wandered accidently into Sprouts tonight. Good thing I have an adventurous nature or I might have kept walking. A tragedy to have missed out on meeting you.” She moved back, and unmistakably cuddled his dick with her bottom. “By the way, Lou, is a woman with an adventurous nature okay with you?”
He thought maybe that was an invitation, so he R.S.V.P.’d low to her ear. “How adventurous are we talking?”
“Here, let me show you.” She took his hand and placed the palm under her loose shirt. “Crowds make for a kind of public privacy.” Over her shoulder, she winked. “Or an exhibitionist’s dream.”
“I don’t think…”
“Relax, Lou. Don’t think. Go where the mood takes us.”
His mood took him to Blue’s dainty breast, where, finger by finger, he cupped her, pierced nipple and all. When had he last felt such softness, a woman’s velvety softness?
So long. Too long. Romantic feelings had him all choked up. But he only trembled a little, only from head to foot, with a lot of other stuff going on in between. “You feel good, Blue. Real good.”
“Let’s make it easier, shall we?” She worked one button, then two, until her raspberry-toned nipple, gold ring shining, stuck out though the gaping edges of the shirt.
“Hey, hold on,” he growled. Removing the menu from her grip, he covered her up with the folded laminated sheet. Blue was for his eyes only.
While she wiggled against his erection, he worked undercover, worshipping her silky flesh.
“Yes.” She sighed. “Yes.” Arching her elegant throat, she rested her head back against his chest. “Oh, yes, yes, yesssss!”
Lou thought maybe Blue liked it. She sounded like maybe she liked it. Her abandoned response triggered a reciprocating recklessness in him. What would she think, say, do if he pushed his palm down the front of her loose-fitting trousers?
Before taking the plunge, Lou fell back.
Things were going too fast, getting a little too wild. “Button up, Blue, then call in your order. By the time we get to the front of the line, the cook will have everything ready, and we can leave.”
Although, who cared about food? Food was the last thing on his mind. But Blue might be hungry, so…
After pulling her shirt closed, she patted her multitudinous pockets. “Fuck! I left my cell at work.”
Lou reached into his jacket, pulled out his only connection to Pete, and handed it over. “Here. Use mine.”
“Thank you,” she said, but distractedly, searching the dinner specials.
“Want the number?” he asked, trying to speed things up.
She glanced up from her menu surfing. “Committed it to memory, eh?”
“Yeah. I call every Friday night.”
Damn. Now she’d probably make a wisecrack, something about him needing to get a life, which was the truth -- he did need to get a life. But when he recited the digits, Blue just punched in the numbers, no comment made.
After a full minute of listening to the ring, Blue expressed her concern. “Fuck! What the fuck is wrong with the lazy fuck at the fucking takeout counter? He’s not fucking picking up the fucking phone.”
Excusing himself from Blue, Lou approached the manager, the burly guy wearing the green “Vegan pride” ribbon on his lapel. “Pardon me.”
“Wait your turn, Mac.”
“The name is Sir, not Mac, and for the past forty-five minutes, I have waited my turn.”
The manager’s face turned a mottled shade of turnip-purple. “Your point, Mac?”
Lou knew a little something about customer satisfaction. Since he wasn’t satisfied, he shared a heartfelt slice of advice with Turnip Face. “Believe me, I know how it goes. You’re having a bad day. You probably had a fight last night with your girlfriend because she slept with your best friend. Again. Then driving to work this morning you got the one finger salute from some joker just because you cut him off going through red. You hate your lousy, go-nowhere, meaningless life, your expanding gut, your rising forehead, your shrinking dick. Too bad. Suck it up and keep the damn line moving.”
No threat, no intimidation, just one oppressed slob in the universe to another oppressed slob in the universe, Lou leaned into the counter. “Hand. Over. My. Order.”
The manager passed him the waiting brown bags.
After forking over the cash, a ten-buck guilt-tip included, Lou returned to Blue.
He tried to grin. Unfortunately full-blown arousal had stiffened his smile muscles along with his dick. “Like fake burgers? I have an extra.”
“I love a good faux burger. Not as much as I love good sex, but then nothing comes close to an excellent fuck. You offering one or both?”
“Both. I’m offering you both.” Before his luck turned bad, Lou placed his hand under Blue’s elbow and escorted her out Sprouts trendy art-deco door into the night.
Ordinarily Blue didn’t go around accepting offers of authentic veggie-burgers and meaningless sex -- not necessarily in that order -- from men she’d only just met. She especially would never accept an offer of a veggie-burger and sex from a conservative-looking businessman like Lou Franco. But there was just something about him.
When determining whether a stranger had the makings of an ax murderer or the potential for friendship, she invariably relied upon instinct. Her instincts told her the man of the sad expression and soulful brown eyes was safe.
Not harmless. Safe. And there was a difference.
With someone safe, she could take off her clothes confident the man wouldn’t jump her bones -- until and unless she gave him the go-ahead. With a harmless man, she could also take off her clothes but what was the point?
Lou fell into the former category. His affection for his son came through loud and clear, and put her at ease. The world could be a big, bad, scary place at times, and she had to protect herself while still leaving herself open to possibilities.
Lou was one of those possibilities. And after standing in front of him in a pickup line, after getting up close and personal with the lower regions of his anatomy, that gorgeous bulge under his belt to be precise, she knew Lou not only satisfied her safe criteria, but he also came equipped with a lovely, thick penis.
Male genitalia. A subject on which she could expound with an expert’s authority.
As Blue huffed and puffed to keep up with Lou, she shot his erection a covetous glance. Never, but never, should the appeal of a huge dong be underestimated.
“Obviously you weren’t lying when you said you jog three times a week,” she said to Lou, the safe and well-endowed stranger she’d selected for some weekend fun.
“Sorry.” Immediately, he slowed his pace.
No veiled insults hinting she had fallen out of shape. No innuendo about lax athleticism leading to soft muscles. That passive-aggressive shit drove her up the wall. She spoke her mind, let the chips fall where they might, and said “fuck ‘em” if they couldn’t take a joke. Would a straight-up man like Lou accept her assertiveness in the bedroom? Would he find her unfeminine attributes too off-putting to put out?
Doubts had started to creep into his thoughts, she could tell. A tight expression quirked Lou’s world-weary face, deepening his already pronounced character lines. His life-marked features interested her as an artist. As a woman, Lou turned her on.
Especially his mouth. His mouth really lit her fire. A sense of humor had cut sharp brackets into the outside edges of his firm lips. Though soft-spoken, Lou’s lips practically shouted sex. Yum.
But -- would those yummy lips agree to a weekend of mindless fucking?
“No,” Lou said.
Had he read her mind?
She forced out a laugh. “No? No, what, Lou?”
“No. I didn’t lie about jogging. I don’t lie.”
“Never? Not even social lies?”
Another prolonged pause. Evidently Lou was an extraordinarily careful man.
Finally he tilted his well-shaped head. “No.”
“No?” she prompted. “Could you possibly elaborate?”
On a thirty-second delay while he mulled over the rest of his response, he then appeared to weigh each word of his subsequent reply.
“No, Blue. I don’t lie. Not even social lies.”
“Then tell me true, honest Lou, what’s an avowed carnivore doing with a veggie-burger?”
No thirty-second delay here. Before she could say “gotcha”, Lou quickly explained his way out of her entrapment, a snare she had used to catch him in an inconsistency.
“I eat rabbit food only under duress. Force of habit explains the veggie-burgers. See, every Friday night the deal is, I pick up dinner, and Pete meets me later to do some male bonding over tofu. I forgot he’s off at college and ordered our Friday night specials anyway.”
When his expression went from somberly serious to seriously somber, she wondered how Lou came by those sexy laugh brackets on either side of his mouth. The guy hadn’t cracked a smile yet.
“Okay,” he said. “I didn’t really forget. I just really didn’t want to remember.”
He twisted his yummy mouth. “Okay, I did remember, but I thought if I stood in line at Sprouts like I always do on Friday night, it would seem like old times, like he hadn’t left home.”
Used to be, she didn’t cry easily or often but all that had changed, and her eyes smarted then. “You miss him. You miss your son.” Familiar territory. She knew all about missing someone.
“Yeah. I miss him. A hell of a lot. I love that kid. The house is empty without him.” He sighed.
How refreshing. Lou actually acknowledged owning soft feelings. Once, another man had openly admitted to sensitive emotions, and because he’d worn his heart and soul on his shirtsleeve, she’d loved him with her own heart and soul.
Gillian.
Gill’s last words to her had been an admonishment to can the sadness. Not satisfied with her nod, he had then extorted from her a promise to be happy. She hadn’t given her vow of happiness lightly, so she would at least have to try. That meant seeing this pickup through.
Blue sniffed vigorously when the tears started to well. Weeping all over this nice man would scare him off. “Your son will come home, Lou. I graduated college five years ago, and I still visit my folks whenever I can. And I call home at least once a week.”
When Gillian was alive she had visited more frequently, her sentimental housemate in tow. Her parents had welcomed their daughter’s live-in non-lover with open arms and non-judgmental hearts, accepting the unorthodox nature of their relationship without question. Her mom and dad had loved Gillian almost as much as she had.
Blue shook her head. No. That wasn’t right. Not had loved Gillian. She still loved Gillian. She would always love Gillian. He was with her every second of every day.
Now when she returned home, the situation was different, naturally. As her pain would only hurt her parents, she hid her horrible sense of loss, her anger too. Until she could get her heart unbroken, she lived a lie whenever she went home. That deceit caused her to keep the visits short and spread far apart.
Lou interrupted her morose thoughts. “My car’s not here. I parked at work and walked down to the pier.” He nodded at the upscale models in Sprouts parking lot. “Which one are you?”
Pushing the gloom away, Blue said brightly, as perky as a butterfly out to sample nectar from every flower stamen in the meadow, “For fuck’s sake, Lou! Do I look like a Lexus or a Mercedes to you?”
At his swift and honest “No”, she grinned in delight.
“Glad to know I’m making the right impression, Lou. I wouldn’t want to mislead you in any way. Actually, I drive an old shitbox, a wreck of a Chevy truck, and she’s back at the hotel. I walked here too. See? We must think alike.”
“I doubt it.”
Lou sounded so wary, Blue could easily have laughed ’til she cried and cried and kept on crying.
Three years since Gillian’s death, she still broke down at regular intervals. Like spring rain, sometimes her weepiness would last uninterrupted for days. Other times, the tearful showers fell only intermittently. Laughing one minute, sobbing the next.
She’d felt that way all evening. And in that dangerously erratic, slightly schizoid mood, she’d decided to pick up Lou. What the fuck, and why the fuck not? She’d needed a distraction, and Lou fit the bill.
Too bad, she wouldn’t fit Lou’s bill.
Gill had understood her without her ever having to explain. But conservative Lou wasn’t used to a woman like her. Clearly he didn’t know what to make of her.
Lou and she had something in common. Lately she didn’t know what to make of herself.
“Nice, both of us being on foot tonight,” Lou offered. “Nice, we both like to walk. Nice, it’s a nice night for walking too.”
“Yes. Nice,” she strained through teeth she had clenched. “And I think, Lou, you’ve covered the topics of exercise and weather rather nicely.”
Wound a little tight, Lou flinched at her sarcasm.
Shame drenched Blue in clammy sweat. What was wrong with her? Sure she wasn’t as nice as Lou, but she wasn’t mean. She never tried to get a laugh at someone else’s expense, and here she was going hard on nice Lou, jazzing him, picking his every word apart. Instead of handling the sex maturely, she was behaving like a bratty sixteen-year-old kid out on her first date.
Only her first date hadn’t happened until art college. And even then, the date hadn’t really been a date at all.
Oh, Gillian! Why did you force that promise of happiness out of me? I’m no good at happy, not without you.
“I’m botching this, aren’t I?” Lou mumbled and detached his hand from her elbow to fix his tie.
A tension tic, she decided. His pencil-straight tie needed no adjusting.
She should lighten up on Lou. Taking her sadness out on him was wrong and petty, spiteful, too. Lou had played no part in her broken heart. Not his fault he wasn’t Gillian.
“Lou,” she said, softly, “I want you to know, you’re not botching things. You’re doing just fine.”
He hesitated. “Sure?”
“Positive!” She beamed at him, just to put his mind at rest. It was the least she could do after snarking at him.
After that, they walked side by side along the pier, two separate people each trapped in their own separate thoughts, their own separate lives.
Suddenly, incongruously, Lou gently cupped her nape, tickled the skin her butch haircut left bare.
Well, well, well. Le surprise! What was Lou up to? And how far would he take it?
Less than a minute later, she had her answer.
Nice guy Lou shifted his hand to the center of her back before dropping the palm lower. Lower as in against the small of her back lower, under her shirt lower, where her nerve endings picked up the dry coolness of all five of his fingers.
Woot! Lou was just chockfull of interesting and conflicting personality facets.
She hadn’t taken him for the sort to take the initiative. In fact, she assumed she’d make the first move just as she had inside Sprouts.
But no. Folding her into him, Lou lowered his jaw to her jaw, and everything else, including her sadness, disappeared in the press of their bodies.
He wrapped his free arm -- the one not carrying the takeout bag -- around her shoulder, and combed a hand through her hair. Then he smoothed that same hand down her back. Next he palmed her bottom cheek.
Sweeeeet. Lou was an ass man. Gotta love them.
Gillian had been an ass man, too, but from an entirely different perspective.
At that evil thought, she went for it. Lifting herself atop Lou’s commendable erection, she kissed him. As in really kissed him. Deep throat kissed him. Going at it heavy-duty, she rooted for his tongue, her sex drive kicking in and going strong.
Whoopeeee. I’m getting some tonight.
Gillian would have approved. He’d gotten some just about every night of the week, though never from her. Not that she hadn’t tried. And offered. And begged.
As the gloomies reclaimed her state of mind, she lunged for Lou’s neck, nearly throttling the air out of his lungs in the process, barely getting enough oxygen herself.
Gimmeeegimmeegimmeee. More!
Pace yourself, Blue. Don’t swallow him up whole. Don’t attack him like a shark with a guppy.
Stumbling backwards, Lou pulled away, breaking their commendable lip suction. “Sorry, sorry, sorry.” He moaned. “Couldn’t help myself, Blue.”
What was there to help? And why had he retreated?
She had no idea.
Nothing new there. The subtle nuances of the man/woman thing often escaped her.
“Can you breathe?” he asked, his concern showing.
“Yeah, Lou, I can breathe.”
“Good,” he replied, obviously relieved. “Your lungs were laboring.”
Is that why he had stopped, because of a little gasping on her part? Her assertiveness hadn’t turned him off?
Shit. In that case, she had better get her ass back to the gym pronto. After Gill’s death, she’d lost all incentive to go. Her live-in non-lover used to kick her lazy butt all over the place about staying in shape, keeping healthy, treating her body like a temple -- no junk food, no cigs, no liquor, no blow, not if she wanted to hang onto her talent.
If Gill had really wanted her to hang onto her talent, he never would’ve up and died. Her talent for art, for happiness, for life was buried with him. What did any of it matter? Why bother going on without him?
She patted her back pockets for her one-way ticket to emphysema.
Fuck! She was all out. No pack.
“Got a smoke on you, Lou? I always light up before, during, and after sex.”
“Sorry. I don’t smoke.”
Natch. All those nasty tobacco fumes stinking up his nice, dark, ultra-conservative businessman suits.
He shrugged. “I gave ’em up eighteen years ago.”
“Bully for you.” Now she’d have to listen to some twelve-step recruitment program campaign. Bor-ing. If she wanted to slowly kill herself that was her fucking business!
While she waited for the lecture, Lou funneled his busy hand under her loose shirt again, to the bare skin of her back again, raising his dexterous fingers upward to where her bra fastener would’ve been had she been wearing a bra, which she was not, never had, not even a training bra. No need. Which was why, from the start, she’d made a point of letting Lou see and touch what he was getting -- or, rather -- what he wasn’t getting. No false advertising. No false build-up leading to a disappointing conclusion. No false front. No pushups, no miracles. No fucking falsies.
She was flat. No tits at all.
Like her or don’t like her, she was who she was. But who was this guy she’d picked up?
She wasn’t quite sure. For safe, he seemed awfully intense.
She better face it -- his agreeing to go off with an Amazon like her meant the dude was starved for sex. His hunger could mean only one thing.
“You’re a recent divorce. Right, Lou?”
“I’m not divorced.”
Blue wrenched away. The two-timing lizard was still married. Lou, who had only just said he never lied, was lying through his teeth, lying in the most despicable way possible.
Blue glared at Lou.
Low-life bastard. Bottom-feeding pond scum.
Creeps who cheated on their wives were the dregs of the universe. In the sisterhood she belonged to, a woman never, ever, knifed another woman in the back, especially not over a man. Not even over a man with an incredibly huge dong. And here she’d thought Lou was a member of a dying breed of sensitive guys. Yeah, the fuck was sensitive, all right. Sensitive, her balls!
Really, how gullible could she get, anyway?
Blue knotted her hands at her sides. “Hold on one fucking second. Where the fuck do you get off thinking I’d fucking do this with a married man? And where the fuck is your wedding ring? I looked, you know. Did you pocket the gold band at Sprouts before the tit action?”
She took a shaky inhale. “You practically stuffed your meat in me, and in a vegetarian restaurant of all places. Have you no principles? No morals? No decency? Women suffer when their men cheat.”
“I wouldn’t be here, Blue, if I were married.”
The weird part was, because Lou spoke with such quiet dignity, she actually believed him. And because she believed him, she went very still inside.
Please, God, don’t make him a widower. One broken heart in a bed is enough.
Lou played with his tie. Again. “The truth is, I’ve never been married.”
But he had a son, a son he was close to, a son he’d lived in the same house with before the kid left for college. Something didn’t add up here. “Your Pete is adopted?”
“No.”
Every gay couple she knew, and she knew quite a few, was going the baby route. Single hets, too. But Lou seemed too conservative for anything smacking of reproductive innovation.
She asked anyway. “You used a surrogate?”
“No!”
Whoa. His raised voice actually knocked her back on her work boots’ rubber soles. She must’ve hit a nerve or something to create that seismic reaction in the mild-mannered Lou.
The explosion gave her reason to hope: Could be, Lou had something hot going on beneath his cool surface.
Lou looked kind of taken aback himself. “Pete is mine. All mine. I was his father from the moment he was conceived, and I’ll be his father ‘til the day I’m put in a hole.” He leveled his tone down a few hundred notches on the Richter scale. “Look, could we please keep walking?”
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