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Lake Effect

Typical Friday, the happy hour crowd at the bar growing happier as five o’clock turns into six, seven, finally ten. Annie’s been in the weeds most of her shift; three six-tops followed by a pair of fours and a deuce, all of whom get seated at the same time. 
The chef eighty-sixes the special, the veal saltimbocca that’s so popular the kitchen usually runs out before the later diners show up around eight thirty. Giorgio’s forgotten to take it off the specials board, which disgruntles the Von Freedmans, especially the Baron. The Baron likes his veal. When Annie comes back out and tells him the kitchen has not a single serving of tender young calf left in the house he makes quite a fuss, calls Giorgio over and berates him for false advertising, saying something about raising expectations he couldn’t meet and the like. 
Giorgio mutters to Annie that the Baron is a pain in the ass, but Annie likes the Von Freedmans. The Baron once told Annie he’s even crazier about Silvia now than he was when he met her thirty-four years ago. Annie’s nicknamed them the Von Friskies because they sit on the same side of the banquette, next to one another instead of across. The Baron drapes his left arm around his wife. After they eat she snuggles close to him as they sip espresso and nibble at a slice of tiramisu, the Baron winking at Annie when he orders it. It isn’t allowed on the diet they’re following, but the Baron figures that what Dr. Atkins doesn’t know won’t hurt any of them, and life is too short not to enjoy dessert on a Friday night date with his “lady-friend.” 
One of the four-tops is already on coffee and dessert too, the other mid-entrees when Annie spots the man standing near the bar. She’s at the other end of the dining room some thirty feet away but something about his wavy dark hair and the cut of his jaw draws her attention. There’s his suntan, too, a rare sight in the middle of a Chicago February so raw and cold it’s breaking records set in 1929.
The man raises his martini glass, toasts her. She averts her eyes. He’s caught her staring. She avoids the bar as long as she can but her remaining table, the four-top on twelve, decides to drink their dessert. No choice but to go over and fetch their Kahluas and Bailey’s on the rocks.

That’s when she notices the dreamy man is Calvin. Funny how what she expects to see, or not see, colors what’s in front of her; her boyfriend of six months right there but her mind refusing to accept him. Calvin was at his best friend’s bachelor party in Miami; he couldn’t possibly be there in the bar, regardless of what her eyes were registering to the contrary. 
The grin of the Chesire plays over his mouth, his eyes twinkling as if he’s pulled one over on her good. Calvin stands six feet four, towering over Annie who feels diminutive alongside him although she is nearly six feet herself. He takes Annie in his arms, picks her up clear off her feet in a big bear hug. She notices the way he takes her in, head to toe. Self-conscious under his stare, her polyester black pants and men’s button- down white shirt with the green tie feel dowdy instead of crisp and urban trendy. Her uniform reeks of garlic and olive oil, cigar smoke, too, from the Baron’s after-dinner Cuban. 
She finally admits that it is indeed Calvin, accepts his story about coming home early because he’d missed her, but she keeps turning around to look at him. He seems changed to her. She wonders what happened down in Florida. She delivers the cordials to table twelve, turning her head toward the bar after she sets the drinks down in front of her guests. One of the men makes a joke, wonders if they are too staid to hold her attention. She turns back to her customers in dismay, explains her boyfriend has unexpectedly surprised her and is waiting in the bar for her. The four-top good-naturedly pays their bill, insisting they want no part of getting in the way of true love.              

The observation leaves Annie both alarmed and elated. Is that what Calvin’s early homecoming means? Is it his way of telling her that he’s in love with her? Neither has said those words to the other yet; Annie’s been wary of ruining the romance by pushing the issue. Loosening her apron she fumbles the strings into an unforgiving knot, drops her pen and order pad on the floor. Calvin’s appearance has thrown her off kilter.         
*

*

*

*

*
He takes her to Rhumba, her favorite dance club. They stop at Annie’s apartment just long enough for her to change into the red slip dress that resembles a negligee more than a gown. Calvin had given it to her for Christmas. It was the kind of dress she wouldn’t have dared buy herself, but she’d loved it as soon as she pulled it from its wrapping. Along with the dress, Annie wears her nearly-diamond teardrop earrings and her highest heels, gold stilettos that place her at Calvin’s shoulder height, perfect for dancing. She sweeps her hair up into a sexy knot, accentuating the line of her clavicle. A splash of perfume behind her earlobes and onto her wrists; she hopes she’s masked the residual garlic and cigar odors well enough so Calvin won’t notice when he leans in to kiss her.

When Annie emerges from the bedroom Calvin deposits a treasure in her supplicant hand – a tiny whelk, all tight spirals from point to mouth, a perfect miniature. He’d poked a neat hole through the top end, strung it on a bit of fishing wire so fine that when he fastens it around her neck the translucent line disappears against her flesh, the whelk appearing suspended at the base of Annie’s throat. Calvin moves the shell aside, brushes the vulnerable hollow with his warm lips. Annie shivers from the lingering moistness his lips leave on her skin.          

They move back out into the night, wait on the sidewalk for a cab. The corner lot next to Annie’s building catches her eye. Until yesterday a brownstone had stood there, its perpetually darkened windows casting a disapproving pall over the block. The imperious manse had gone up on the double lot six months ago but no one had ever moved in. Instead, the wrecking ball had demolished it yesterday. A building permit flaps about, caught in the clutches of the lone maple sapling trying in vain to create the image of a promenade worthy of the former residence.            

“Why do you s’pose they tore it down?” Annie asks. An architect for the city’s urban planning department, Calvin is always interested in new designs and buildings going up around them. 

“Structurally unsound,” he replies. “It looked impressive on the outside but the foundation was cracked, the beams rotten. The contractor did a lousy job. Had to come down before it fell down.”

“Wonder if they’ll start over,” he muses. 

Annie pulls her cape tighter over her shoulders as the wind off the lake rips up the side street. She turns her back on the gaping hole of the corner. The house feels foreboding in her memory even though it no longer looms before her.

*

*

*

*

*

At Rhumba, the crowd and the music are hopping. A quartet rains salsa notes down over the beautiful people packed onto the dance floor. Couples huddle close to one another, snuggling over tapas and sangria at tables flanking the large oval dance floor. 
Jorge is out there earning his keep, strutting his stuff with a young blonde. The Spanish octogenarian employed by the restaurant to get the dance floor buzzing is an equal opportunity dancer; he dances with pretty girls, plump girls, girls who don’t know how not to lead, girls whose sweethearts refuse to give them a twirl. Jorge’s forehead shines from his effort but his eyes twinkle behind his thick black glasses and the grin on his face never fades, even as time dances on toward dawn. 

Annie inhales the heat of the throng, the pulse of the music and the heady surprise of Calvin’s early return; an elixir as potent as the mojito she sips. She gets up from her chair and leads Calvin onto the dance floor, her heels making a pretty little clip-clip as she prances across the wooden boards. Calvin can’t tell the samba from the tango, but Annie admires the way he sways in time to the beat. He is comfortable in his body, not all flailing limbs as less confident men his size might be.  
It isn’t that she gets lost in the music so much as that the melodies bring Annie alive. Delight spills through her lithe body as she shakes her hips, stomps her heels, sways in time to the Latin rhythms. They crescendo over and over again. She backs her way across the dance floor until she’s up against a broad wooden beam. Her eyes lock on Calvin’s, her arms rise high above her head. The mojito has stripped her inhibitions.  She reaches back overhead and grasps the beam in her arms. She bends her knees, shimmies down, up, down again, her backside kissing the beam’s smooth finish. Her hips grind deep to the beat, her lush breasts crest at the lip of her dress. The tiny shell bounces between them. And all the while Annie’s eyes hold Calvin’s. By the time the number is over, he is as hard as the beam.

“Let’s go,” he says; voice heavy with passion elicited from her performance. Annie’s mouth curls into a small pleased smile, tight and perfect as the whelk. 
*

*

*

*

*
Calvin doesn’t hold her close on the cab ride back to her apartment. He positions himself up against the door, as if he is sitting across from her instead of beside her. He looks at her, his searching look that leaves Annie fluttery. She taps one slender heel in time to the rhythm still beating in her head. 
“What?” she asks softly, but Calvin only shakes his head, looking even deeper into her as if she is a well he might fall down into. 
Annie unlocks the front door. Calvin takes her wrap, opens the hall closet to hang it up. “I’ll just have a shower, get the sweat off.” She says it as more a suggestion than a statement. Calvin nods his assent. 

She struts off into the master bedroom, disrobes without turning on the lights. Removes everything but the shell. Turns on the faucet, stands under the sweet water as it pulls the chill of the February night from her bones. She thinks gratefully of the lake just three blocks east. How good it feels to have its waters flowing abundantly through her tap in the months when it’s too cold to swim!

Calvin slips in alongside her. A tiny gasp bubbles from her throat, the only betrayal of her shock. Calvin has been full of surprises tonight. So why does she feel as if she is waiting for the proverbial other shoe to fall? 

Calvin reaches around in front of her, takes the shampoo bottle from her hands and squeezes some out into his palms. He runs the shampoo through Annie’s hair. Annie moans, arches her head and leans back against him. Calvin soaps her from head to toe. In the darkness, without sight, there is the luscious heightened awareness of the other senses - their bodies slippery as fish pressing against one another, seeking purchase as the water dances down on them. The sharp awakening scents of eucalyptus and teatri rising from the shampoo, the sound of the drops cascading down into the porcelain tub, pooling around their ankles.                                   

Annie twines her neck alongside his. Her tongue snakes its way like an eel into the cave of his ear, sugary sand gritting against her fillings; he’d walked off the beach to come home to her. A siren’s song rings through her to the rhythm of the samba, be careful, be careful, be careful, but despite her intuition she abandons herself to his urgency, his belief, no matter how fleeting, that he needs her. 
He enters her under the torrents rushing over them like the tides and she feels the pull of the moon within her. Desire crests, then breaks. Calvin leads her without words to the bed, doesn’t bother to pull back the duvet. When Annie pauses, strikes a match to light the lavender candle on the nightstand, he pinches the flame with dampened thumb and forefinger, the firelight hissing reproachfully as it flickers and disappears. She gets a momentary flash of Calvin’s expression; the same calculating look as in the restaurant earlier, in the cab on the ride home. He is weighing something, she thinks, the balance of them tilting on an imaginary scale in his mind. What is on the other side? Perhaps the freedom of not cherishing.

Calvin reaches into the glass of water he has set on the nightstand. He runs a crescent-shaped ice cube between Annie’s breasts. The droplets shimmer like moonshine as they pool in her navel. Leaning over her, he laps at the water collecting there. 
“I don’t ever want to go anywhere without you again,” he says, as if this explains everything. His words are husky with longing, the kind of longing Annie has ached for. Only now that he has said them she can’t help but hear his anguish at the vulnerable admission. No way to separate the two, the intimacy and the sorrow of exchanging independence for that kind of closeness.

His mouth reaches the cleft of her thighs, finds the pink spot hiding under alabaster shell. He makes waves, pulls her out to sea. She yearns to drown in the pleasure. It is the best love they have made in their short history of lovemaking.

*

*

*

*

*

When it is over and he lies sleeping in her bed she gets up, goes to the window and looks down at the empty lot below. She tries to imagine the two of them thirty years from now, sitting on the idyllic beach of some anonymous shore, Calvin’s arm slung over her shoulders like the Baron’s around Silvia. But then she thinks of lovers’ names drawn in the sand, encircled with a heart, and how they only last until the tide comes in. She lifts the channeled whelk, places its mouth to one ear, listens for harbingers of their future.     

Long after he leaves in the morning, long after the sting of him never calling again, she will remember his longing and the way it pushed him back to her then pulled him away again, like waves washing him onto the beach, the pounding surf dragging him out to sea. 
The building permit has blown away from the forlorn maple. Annie looks harder, swears she can see cracks in the foundation twelve stories below, fissures of erosion that never would have stayed hidden, even under a houseful of bricks and mortar. Snow falls past her window. Transfigured water, each flake intent on its own silent path through the dark night before it kisses and joins the fresh water of the lake. 
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