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 He was younger. Thatôs the second thing Carla noticed when they were introduced. 

 ñMeet Luke Redmond,ò her client said. ñSpearheading the marketing side of the project.ò 

 Lukeôs age was the second thing she noticed. The first was his mouth, generous and bracketed by two 

dimples, even when he didnôt smile. 

 ñA pleasure,ò she said as their hands met in a handshake that only looked business-like. It felt like 

holding a warm mug of coffee on a cold morning, like drinking a third glass of champagne at a New Yearôs 

Eve party, and like waiting for the MC to announce the winner of the most innovative app award when 

youôre almost certain youôve won. 

 ñThe pleasureôs all mine.ò Lukeôs cheeks dimpled deeper. ñThough I hope the project can do without 

words like spearheading. Buzzword Bingo is not my style.ò 

 Carla suppressed a smile. This project was going to be fun. Ages since sheôd last had a crush on 

anyone, let alone on a work colleague. She recalled other empty phrases sheôd heard around corporate 

offices. ñIn that case, how do you feel about exit strategies?ò 

 ñI prefer entry strategies myself.ò He held her gaze, self-assured, comfortable with the double-

entendre.   

 She couldnôt wait to try out a few entry strategies with Luke Redmond.  

 Her client listened with a puzzled frown. ñCarla, youôre not thinking of exit strategies this early in the 

process, are you? Because Iôm totally open to re-negotiating your share of the profits-ò  

 Well, if the client was going to misunderstand, she wasnôt the one to correct him. After all, money 

was the most important thing in life. In her life, anyway. ñThank you, Jeremy. Weôll discuss it offline. 

Now, Luke, let me show you the user interface.ò 

 Two minutes into the discussion, a phone chirped. 

The Most Important Thing 
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 ñLuke, please excuse me. I leave you in Carlaôs capable hands,ò Jeremy said, patting his pocket. 

 ñIôd like nothing more than to be in Carlaôs hands.ò  

 Lukeôs was a dirty mind, for sure. 

 Before the end of the day, Carla discovered that Luke was thirty-two, divorced, father of twins, 

and super-hyper rich ï he worked for fun and for the love of graphic design. Carla didnôt mind the ex-

wife, the twins, or Lukeôs love for graphic design. She did mind his wealth - in her experience, guys 

with money had trouble believing in love.  

In turn, she mentioned Xavier, her childhood sweetheart and her only long-term relationship, 

plus that it ended eighteen months ago.  

 ñItôs not so much that he left me for a girl half my age,ò she told Luke over a glass of cider at 

the nearby pub. ñI mind that he waited too long to leave. A few years earlier, and I could have gone to 

a sperm bank, had a baby.ò 

 ñYour ex didnôt want-ò Luke broke off tactfully. 

 ñSomething like that.ò She was loyal enough not to go into Xavierôs infertility issues. Nor his 

rich-guy insecurity issues. ñAnyway, Iôm forty now, and the chances of having a complications-free 

pregnancy are not awesome.ò She wanted to have it all out in the open: her age, her attitude towards 

starting a family, the fact that sheôd only ever had sex with one man. Luke could take it or leave it, 

and she wouldnôt get hurt this early on. Disappointed, yes. Not devastated.  

Luke didnôt offer platitudes, which was refreshing. ñSo what do you do for fun when youôre not 

an award-winning coder?ò he asked. 

ñDrink cider with cute guys, of course.ò 

His dimples made promises, and Carla could almost taste their first kiss. Soft and exploring at 

first, then gaining intensity, all the way exquisite. Her lips tingled. Surely it was all right to kiss on 

the same day they met? He wouldnôt think her too easy? He wouldnôt expect more? No way could she 

do more. The thought of being naked with anybody other than Xavier made Carla cringe with 

embarrassment. 

ñCute guys, huh? So, after a whole day of intellectual conversation,ò he raised his eyebrows in 

mock surprise, ñyouôre just after my body?ò 

ñWould you prefer me to be after your money?ò She shouldnôt have said it. Stupid. Stupid. 

Seemed that his financial status troubled her more than sheôd realised. 

ñNo.ò His face was polite, impossible to read. ñIôm happy to be used for my body.ò 

Here it was, her chance to repair bridges. No overthinking, no what-ifs, no agonising over the age 

gap. ñI can do that,ò she said. ñUse you for your body. In ways youôve never even imagined.ò 

ñYou sure? Because Iôve imagined plenty.ò 

She couldnôt back out now. ñChallenge accepted.ò 

The next morning, she slipped out of his apartment (ocean view ï check, satin sheets ï check, 

night to remember ï check, check, check) before he awoke. She didnôt know what the dating protocol 

had to say about the morning after, especially when your one-night-stand was also your work 
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colleague, but she did know she couldnôt face him over breakfast croissants. It wasnôt so much that she 

went to bed with a virtual stranger ï although yes, that too ï it was that sometime between falling into 

their first kiss in the taxi and falling asleep in his arms, she had fallen for Luke Redmond. Fiercely, 

exclusively, absolutely.  

She would have quit the project on the spot, except the money was too good. Yes, Carla Fletcherôs 

business time and talents were totally for sale. Money was the most important thing now that her 

parents were gone, now that Xavier had left, now that she would never have a baby. Money couldnôt 

buy happiness, of course: what it could do, though, was buy a good enough proxy. 

Nine oôclock found her dressed in a fresh business suit, leading a PowerPoint presentation in a 

room full of important people, none of whom were nearly as important as one guy with dimples who 

got up to ask her a question.  

ñFirst off, let me thank you for the impact youôve had on all of us.ò Luke emphasised the word 

impact so slightly, she would have missed it if he hadnôt put a quick vertical mark on his note pad. ñIôd 

like to drill down,ò another vertical mark, ñinto a few points youôve made. In particular, Iôd like to 

unpack,ò vertical mark, ñthe concept oféò 

And so it went. Carla couldnôt believe how sexual corporate speak sounded in Lukeôs mouth. For 

someone who hated buzzwords, he sure knew many. Outside the box. Low hanging fruit. Project with 

benefits. Or was it just Carlaôs mind that got stuck on this one track because of last night?  

The second part of the meeting was marketing. Carla usually switched off as soon as she heard 

customer segmentation, except this was Luke, so anything he said was interesting. Even brand identity. 

Even actionable analytics. But especially a gem called contextual marketing.  She could definitely 

apply contextual marketing to the app sheôd developed in her private time and had never known how to 

sell. 

The next few months proved busy: the joined project during the day, spending nights together, 

marketing her app in the limited time in-between. Their wealth inequality was still very much an issue, 

all the more prominent because it was the only one, the only snag in an otherwise perfect relationship.  

ñWhy do you do that?ò Luke asked one evening, after Carla insisted on paying half the bill, as 

usual. ñI get feminism, but, hell, Iôm scared to give you a box of chocolates in case you think Iôm 

flaunting my money, or buying your affection, or whatever.ò 

He deserved to know the truth, loyalty to her ex be damned. ñItôs Xavier. When I told you heôd left 

me for a younger woman, that was only half the story. Her main attraction was that she didnôt know 

how rich he was, so, according to his logic, she had to love him for who he was, not for what he had. 

Unlike me.ò She laughed to dilute the bitterness that crept into her voice.  

ñYou still love him that much?ò 

She thought: no, I love you that much. ñNo, I just donôt want you to make the same mistake.ò 

His dimples almost disappeared when he said, in a solemn tone, ñYou donôt have worry about 

that.ò 

Time raced by. 
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For their half-year anniversary, Luke surprised her with a home-cooked meal. 

ñYouôre taking the no-gifts thing too seriously,ò she remarked. ñIôm not going to bite your head off if 

you buy me a dozen roses.ò 

ñCanôt. I got rid of my money.ò 

ñYou what?ò 

ñYou clearly werenôt going to say yes while my bank account was bigger than yours. So I put all the 

money in a trust for the twins. Oh, and for any future children I might have, should you change your mind.ò 

She couldnôt keep up. ñChange my mind?ò 

ñAbout having a baby.ò 

The words hugged her like a silk blanket: soft and light and exquisite. A baby. Perhaps they could adopt. 

Or get an egg donor. Also, didnôt the age of the father count when it came to pregnancy risks?  

ñYou want another baby?ò 

Luke shrugged. ñOnly if you want one. The twins fulfil me as a dad, but Iôm open to having a family 

with you. Parenthood is the most important thing.ò 

She agreed: parenthood, not money. ñSo is that what Iôm supposed to be saying yes to, now that youôre 

poor?ò 

ñNope. Youôre supposed to be saying yes to this.ò 

This was a ring. Resting on a velvet pillow inside the palm of his hand. Luke didnôt do the down-on-one-

knee bit. 

ñIs that a sapphire?ò 

ñA blue diamond. Something atypical, befitting an extraordinary girl. I bought it before I signed away 

the rest of my fortune. My ex has the family ring, unfortunately. So is that a yes?ò 

Carlaôs heart beat so fast, it was going to fly out of her mouth. She had to play it cool. Had to. ñWhat? 

To the most unromantic proposal ever?ò 

ñLetôs make it more romantic.ò 

The next hour couldnôt be called romantic by the most generous definition of the word, but it was sexy 

and sensual and thoroughly satisfying.  

ñOne more time?ò Carla teased, her head resting on his chest. ñTo help my decision-making process?ò 

ñGive me thirty minutes to recover. So is that a yes?ò 

ñHereôs the thing: while you were busy making yourself penniless, I sold my app to Microsoft.ò 

ñRespect. So now youôre rich?ò 

ñVery. Are you after my money, Luke?ò   

ñNope. I only ever want to use you for your body.ò 

She kissed one of his dimples, her soul soaring on a sweet cloud. ñHas it been thirty minutes yet?ò 

ñMmmm. I believe I could accelerate the delivery. Now that Iôm a toy boy, I have to up my game.ò 

Toy boy. She liked the sound of that.  
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Itôs just a leaving party. Just an ordinary, standard leaving party. I try to convince myself of that as I 

push open the door to the function room, but my stomach isnôt interested in playing make-believe. Itôs 

churning with dread.  

Because this isnôt just another leaving party where I get to drink cheap wine and share a few 

jokes with my colleagues. This time, itôs a leaving party for Liam.  

Iôm deliberately late. The raucous noise level indicates most of my colleagues are enjoying the 

free alcohol. Despite the room being full, I spot the man of the hour standing by the doors leading out 

to the balcony. I have a talent for locating Liam in any room, itôs almost a superpower. Tonight heôs 

been cornered by Kevin from accounts, and the charitable part of me wants to rescue him from what 

is undoubtedly an in-depth tale about one of Kevinôs four cats.  

But I need some alcohol in my bloodstream before I can face Liam tonight.  

I head to the bar and order a glass of the house white. The bartender hands it over and I take a 

large gulp.  

ñWhat does the HR handbook say about the number of alcohol units you should consume at a 

work function?ò 

Turning, I find Jennifer grinning at me.  

I once made the mistake of telling my team that when I first arrived at CR Stationery, I took 

the HR handbook home and memorised it. Literally, I can tell you whatôs on page 29. Thatôs how 

anxious I was to succeed.  

ñThe HR handbook states that employees who choose to drink alcoholic beverages at 

functions are expected to behave in accordance with usual business standards,ò I recite. 

ñImpressive.ò 

ñThanks.ò 

I take another swallow of my wine then glance at Liam.  

The HR Handbook 

Jackie  Rutherford 
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He catches my eye and there it is. The smile. Liamôs got this smile that goes from zero to 

one hundred in two seconds flat. It always floors me, how he transforms from standard good-

looking, to out-of-this-world handsome, just by hitting the smile switch. 

Which is not something Iôm supposed to notice about someone I manage. 

My heart twists and something wells up inside me as he walks towards me. I choke it down. 

Iôm extraordinarily good at choking down my feelings for Liam. Years of practise will do that. 

ñHey, you made it.ò He pulls up in front of me. 

ñYeah, sorry Iôm late. I got caught up sorting the Kinyards account.ò  

ñDefinitely someone I wonôt miss,ò Liam says.  

ñWhat, are you saying you donôt enjoy demanding, rude and obnoxious customers who donôt 

pay their bills on time?ò 

ñShocking, isnôt it?ò 

ñMore shocking than an electric eel with itôs tail in a socket.ò  

Liamôs mouth twitches. ñMore shocking than a lightning storm in a Van de Graaff generator 

factory.ò 

Weôre standing grinning at each other when Dave, the HR manager, rushes over. I take a 

step back to put some space between myself and Liam.  

ñOh good Haley, youôre here. Itôs time to do the speeches.ò  

ñHang on a sec Dave, I havenôt had a chance yet to bribe Haley to make sure she says nice 

things,ò Liam says.  

Dave looks between us, an anxious crease in his forehead. Humour and Dave arenôt 

particularly well acquainted. 

ñItôs fine Dave,ò I say. ñLead the way.ò 

Dave gets everyoneôs attention then I stand up in front of the crowd. I manage to hold it 

together while I wax lyrical about Liamôs way with the customers, how he can sell ice to Inuits and 

sand to Egyptians. How heôs the ultimate team player.  

Then itôs Liamôs turn.  

ñThanks everyone for coming. I really appreciate CR Stationery taking a chance on me when 

I was just a broken hockey player forced to retire who didnôt know a A4 folder from an A4 binder. 

ñThanks to my team, who have always supported me. Especially Haley, who taught me 

everything there is to know about the finer points of hole punches.ò 

He flashes me a grin. Tears prickle my eyes. I will not cry. I will not cry. 

Then his face turns serious. ñI learnt something when I got injured. When I was playing 

hockey, I often didnôt go after what I really wanted as I was worried about it not working out. But 

my worst-case scenario came true anyway. And I pledged to myself I would never do that again. So 

although Iôve absolutely loved my time here, itôs time to go after what I really want.ò  

His eyes graze mine. I force a smile onto my face. 

Liam finishes up by thanking everyone again and steps down to a hearty round of applause. 

My thin veneer of control is close to cracking. I head to the bathroom. The ladies cubicles 

are all occupied, so I take a quick look at the unoccupied menôs room and sneak in there. 

Which is a good plan, until somebody arrives to use the urinals. Two somebodies, from the 

sound of the footsteps and pants unzipping. 

ñGood turn out tonight.ò A voice says. I relax. Itôs Trevor, one of my team. Heôll hassle me 

if he catches me, but it is infinitely better than being caught by someone I hardly know.  
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ñYeah, such a shame that Liamôs leaving, isnôt it?ò the voice belongs to Noah, another member 

of my team. 

ñHe kind of has to leave, doesnôt he? The situation with Haley canôt go on much longer.ò  

My breath leaves me in a gigantic whoosh. Liam is leaving because of me?  

The guys finish up. I wait a few minutes then creep out, my mind churning.  

As I stagger over to the bar, a horrible feeling enters my stomach. 

Liam resigned soon after our trip to Lubbock. It was the one time I let a slight crack show in 

the shield of my professionalism. 

Weôd just made a huge sale. Like mega sale, blow our (very optimistic) sales targets out of the 

water sale. Liam and I were staying in a godawful motel a million miles from anywhere. We ended up 

ordering pizza and sat up until 2am talking about everything; our childhood, our dreams for the future. 

It felt like I could never run out of things to say to him.  

And there was a moment, when his eyes slid to mine and my gaze dropped to his lips, when I 

thought about kissing him.  

Thatôs when Liam cleared his throat and announced heôd better head to his room. 

Did he get a glimpse then of how I felt? Did he worry about how his boss having a crush on 

him was going to affect him professionally?  

 

The rest of the evening passes in a blur. The conversation I overheard torments me, made worse by the 

fact that Liam doesnôt come near me in the next few hours. Granted, lots of people want his attention. 

But he doesnôt seek me out.  

 I finish my glass of wine but have enough self-control to stop drinking. Getting drunk and 

saying goodbye to Liam are like oil and water. They will not mix well together.  

Finally, I canôt stand having false happy conversations and watching Liam out of the corner of 

my eye any longer. I head out to the balcony for some fresh air. 

Iôm only out there for a few minutes when the door opens. I seize up when I realise who has 

joined me. 

ñHey,ò he says, sliding into place next to me at the railing. 

I clear my throat before replying. ñHey Liam.ò I try to keep my voice upbeat and professional. 

Silence swells between us, and Iôm trying to think of something to say. Liam glances down at 

his watch then turns to me. ñItôs 12.01. Youôre officially not my boss anymore.ò 

He smiles as he says it, but the words are like a dagger to my heart.  

I need to know. I step back. ñLiam, are you leaving because you havenôt been happy with how 

Iôve managed you?ò  

ñOf course not. What gave you that idea?ò 

ñI overheard Trevor saying you were leaving because of the situation with me.ò  

Liam closes his eyes. ñBloody Trevor.ò 

ñSo, you are leaving because of me?ò 

He opens his eyes and stares at me. ñYes.ò  

The words fall softly from his lips, but they still clobber me. I suck in a deep breath. ñWhy?ò 

ñWhat does it say on page 32 of the HR handbook Haley?ò 

I scrunch up my face. ñYou want to do HR handbook jokes now?ò 

ñWhat does it say?ò 

I think back. ñUm, page 32 is about improper relationshipséò I trail off.  
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Liamôs still staring at me intently.   

ñIôm sorry,ò I gasp. ñIôm sorryéthat night in Lubbock, I didnôt mean to make you 

uncomfortableéò   

Liam grabs my hands to stop me retreating. ñHaley, thatôs not what Iôm saying. But Iôm 

glad you remember that night in Lubbock. Because I definitely do. That night was when I decided 

to resign.ò 

ñBecause we almost kissedéò  

ñNo. Because I realised that as much as I liked my job, I liked you more.ò 

Time stops. White noise floods my ears. I desperately try to clear it, because Liam 

continues to speak. ñAnd I knew we could never date while you were my boss. So I decided to 

change that situation.ò 

 ñYou want to go on a date with me?ò I clarify. Just in case my hearing has turned 

defective. Because I definitely donôt want to get this wrong.  

ñActually, my mind has moved past the dating stage, to us curled up together in front of a 

fire in our own house, a Labrador on the rug. Or maybe a Golden Retriever, Iôm happy to hear your 

suggestions.ò 

I open my mouth to say something. But nothing comes out. Iôve been struck mute. 

ñSay something. Please.ò 

I donôt think I can formulate words at the moment. So I do something even better. 

I stretch up and kiss him.  

And oh my god, kissing Liam in real life is even better than itôs been in all my fantasies. 

Iôm not just seeing stars, Iôm seeing whole frigging galaxies. 

A noise penetrates our bubble.  

I reluctantly wrench my lips away from Liamôs and glance at the door. Where a crowd of 

people are pushing onto the balcony. Trevor, Jennifer, Samantha. Noah. Our whole team. Theyôre 

cheering and clapping. 

ñAbout bloody time,ò Trevor says. 

I glance at Liam. His mega-smile is at full wattage.  

ñWhat does the HR handbook say about hooking up at a leaving party?ò Samantha calls. 

ñThereôs nothing in there about kissing ex-employees. But Iôm pretty sure thereôs 

something about spying on your boss. So please go away.ò 

I donôt wait to see if they obey. I just return to kissing Liam. 

Best. Leaving. Party. Ever. 
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ñYou grab the hotdogs and Iôll grab the beers,ò are the first words Tristan says when he sees me. 

ñSure. Double mustard and chilli?ò Iôve already taken two steps towards the stand before I 

hear his answer. 

ñNah, just cheddar today.ò 

I stop short and turn back to him. ñSeriously?ò 

Tristan and I have been coming to Thunder basketball games together for the last two years 

and he has never deviated from his double mustard and chilli sauce combo. It sounds disgusting to 

me. But then, Tristan is famous on campus for eating ketchup covered worms on a dare, so the 

hotdog is pretty tame for him. 

ñI feel like mixing it up today.ò Tristan gives me a wink. 

ñItôs like I hardly know you anymore.ò I shake my head in mock despair as I retreat towards 

the food stand.  

A few minutes later, armed with two cholesterol-soaked hot dogs, I arrive at our seats. 

Tristan is already there holding two plastic cups brimming with beer. I sit down, and we do a 

hotdog/beer exchange. 

ñCheers.ò He clinks cups with me. 

ñWhat are we toasting?ò I ask. 

ñI got an A on my calculus midterm,ò he says. 

ñThatôs great.ò 

ñYeah, itôs all thanks to my math nerd best friend.ò He reaches over to tussle my hair.  

ñHey, watch the hair.ò I dodge out of his way while not spilling my beer. Itôs quite a feat. 

We stand for the national anthem and cheer loudly as the announcer introduces the Thunder 

players. 

Basketball is how Tristan and I first bonded. While most of the girls in my dorm spent the 

first week of college piling on makeup and squeezing into boob tubes in the hope of getting hot and 

That Igniting Spark 
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sweaty with a guy later, I was getting hot and sweaty with lots of guys playing pick-up basketball 

games in the gym.  

Thatôs where I discovered two things. First, Tristan has the game to match his swagger, and 

second, he is as mad about Oklahoma City Thunder as I am.  

ñHave you decided how Iôm paying you back for the calculus tutoring?ò Tristan asks me as 

we take our seats again.  

I lean closer to him and whisper. ñTwo words. Celine Dion.ò 

Tristan recoils back in horror and I canôt help laughing at the look on his face. Music is the 

one area where we donôt see eye to eye. Thereôs a Celine Dion concert coming up and I know that 

heôd prefer to eat his own toenails than attend with me.  

Iôm expecting him to protest but he simply takes a bite of his hotdog. 

ñAs long as I can take earmuffs,ò he says after he swallows. 

Conversation between Tristan and I dwindles as the game starts. We cheer together when 

the Thunder have the ball, moan when the Lakers get a basket and yell when the ref completely 

misses our players getting fouled.  

The Lakers jump out to an early lead and weôre quickly down 8-2.  

The Thunder coach calls time out. The Thunder dancers take the floor to begin their routine. 

I turn to Tristan. ñThey just need that spark.ò 

ñWhat do you mean?ò Tristan has finished his hot dog and is now chewing gum.  

ñYou know, that one play that changes the game. That motivates everyone to step up.ò  

ñYeah, I think I know what you mean.ò 

Time out is over and play resumes.  

Then I get my spark. Russell Westbrook blocks an incredible shot right at the rim, then runs 

the length of the floor, dodges two defenders and pulls up for a three-pointer. Nothing but net.  

You can see how it inspires the whole Thunder team. Their shoulders lift and there is new 

energy in the way they make hustle plays, grabbing intercepts and converting them.   

The Thunder quickly go on a 9-1 run. Now itôs the Lakers turn to call time out. 

The song Crazy Little Thing called Love starts playing over the loud speaker. This time out 

itôs Kiss Cam time. 

Iôm grinning at the look of surprise on peopleôs faces when the camera is pointed at them. 

Then suddenly, itôs us on the big screen. Me in my Russell Westbrook jersey, Tristan with his 

messy brown hair. 

Oh god.  

Tristan flashes me an evil smile. ñDare ya.ò 

My heart skitters. But Iôve never backed away from one of his challenges and Iôm not about 

to start now. I lean across and kiss him. 

Iôm expecting that Tristan wonôt let me away with just a peck. Iôm expecting him to ham it 

up, do an exaggerated pash for the camera. And, because weôre talking about Tristan, heôll probably 

try some sneaky tongue action just to gross me out. 

Iôm not expecting his lips to be soft and warm against mine. Iôm not expecting him to apply 

the perfect amount of pressure, for one of his hands to come up to the side of my face, to cradle me 

softly, gently. 

When my mouth does open and his tongue slides into my mouth, itôs not with the glee and 

triumph. He kisses me tenderly. Reverently. 
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And thatôs when it changes. Without realizing it Iôve shuffled closer in my seat to him and 

the kiss has deepened. I smell the citrusy tang of his aftershave. I taste the mint of the gum he was 

chewing before. I feel his soft stubble scraping against my skin. All of my senses are consumed by 

Tristan. 

Yells and screams from the crowd shatter the bubble weôre in. For a moment I think itôs a 

reaction to us, that weôre still on the screen and everyone has witnessed the incredible kiss. But then 

I realize the players are back on court. 

I pull back, blinking. What the hell? 

Iôve just made out with my best friend. 

What. The. Hell? 

Iôm expecting Tristan to look as flabbergasted as I am. Itôs as if the rules of the universe 

have just been rewritten and gravity is no longer tying us down on earth but is instead sending us 

flying off on our own adventures. 

Heôs breathing a little heavily but otherwise looks completely normal as he takes a swing of 

his beer, studying the action on court. 

Did I just imagine the heat in that kiss? The tenderness? 

Was it just a stock standard kiss to him?  

In that case, I have definitely been kissing the wrong boys. 

Russell Westbrook does one of the most sensational dunks of the season but I hardly see it, 

my mind is churning so much.  

My phone beeps. Itôs my friend Krista. 

Just saw you and Tristan on TV! WTF???? 

Of course, the game is televised. The NBA feed shows all of the time-out entertainment. 

I quickly message back. We were just mucking around.  

But my finger hesitates over the send button.  

ñHey Tristan.ò 

ñYeah?ò 

ñKrista saw us on T.V. Iôm just replying to her.ò I try to keep my gaze and voice steady. ñIt 

was just us mucking around, right?ò 

He holds my eyes. ñDo you want it to be just mucking around?ò 

I donôt know what to say. His expression is earnest, something unfamiliar on Tristanôs face. 

ñI donôt knowéò I stammer. ñI havenôt really thought about it.ò 

Correction - I havenôt let myself think about it, because I havenôt wanted to set myself up 

for disappointment. Unrequited crushes suck. Especially on people who just see you as friends. 

ñI have,ò his voice is so quiet that I hardly catch his words over the crowdôs cheers.  

The Thunder have scored again. For once, I really donôt care. 

ñYouôveéthought about us? Together?ò I clarify. 

I canôt believe Iôm having his conversation. Not just with Tristan, but with any guy. 

Normally itôs such a game of cat and mouse. Maybe he likes you, maybe he doesnôt. The whole 

daisy petal conundrum. But with Tristan I can ask the questions. Heôs a straight shooter both on and 

off the basketball court. 

ñYeah, Iôve thought about us together,ò he confirms.  
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Itôs like my lungs have been caught up in this conversation too and have forgotten what 

theyôre supposed to be doing. Because theyôre really sucking at their job of getting oxygen into my 

body. Iôm light-headed, breathless. 

ñWhat have you thought?ò 

His gaze continues to hold mine. ñThat it would be amazing.ò  

My brain decides to join my lungs in the strike. It refuses to actually process Tristanôs 

words. All it does is replay them. It would be amazing. It would be amazing. It would be amazing. 

ñAre you going to say something?ò he asks. Thereôs humor in his voice, but underlying it is 

a layer of anxiety.  

ñItôs lot to take in,ò I mutter. 

ñYouôre right, I am a lot to take in.ò 

Itôs such a Tristan response that I elbow him in the ribs without thinking. He grabs my hand 

to stop me, and suddenly weôre holding hands. 

As I stare at our hands intertwined, I let my imagination go there. Us as boyfriend and 

girlfriend. All the fun of our friendship, along with getting to touch him, getting to sleep with him.   

Oh my freaking god. Heôs right. It would be amazing. 

I swallow. ñUméI think for once you might be correct. We should definitely give it a 

whirl.ò 

Tristan smiles. For the first time, I let myself admire how his smile lights up his face. How 

the dimples carve up the side of his face, how his brown eyes sparkle.    

He leans closer to kiss me again. If heôs trying to reassure me that the first kiss wasnôt just 

some weird aberration, heôs does a good job. A freaking fantastic job, if the truth is known.  

We spend the rest of the game alternating between making out and watching the Thunder. A 

perfect combination.  

The Thunder win. And I canôt stop smiling like I have won something even better than the 

playoff championship.  

We stand to exit, navigating the rows of seats while still holding hands.  

ñHang on a sec.ò When he get to the balcony railing, Tristan drops my hand and jogs back a 

few steps. 

I furrow my brow as he goes up to the cameraman and says something. The cameraman 

gives him a high five before Tristan retreats back to me. 

ñSorry about that.ò He grabs my hand again. But Iôm too confused now to focus on the 

warmth of his hand and how right it feels. 

ñSince when do you know the cameraman?ò 

ñIôm friends with a lot of people.ò Thereôs an evasive note in his voice. 

I stop short. ñDid you ask him to point the Kiss Cam at us?ò 

Tristan flicks me a grin. ñMaybe.ò 

ñSeriously?ò 

Tristan shrugs. ñItôs like you said earlier. Sometimes you just need a spark to ignite 

everything.ò 
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Andy is studying stock sheets in the warehouse of his shoe business when his cell phone chirrups.  

Donôt forget, Andrew. Florentinoôs. 8.30 tonight. Youôre gonna love B.ò 

A blind date? With some random friend of a friend of Markôs? thinks Andy. Are you nuts? 

ñYes, you are,ò he mutters, putting the cell phone back in his pocket. ñWho wants to date a middle-

aged, grey-at-the-temples, not-as-fit-as-he-used-to-be bloke?ò 

No matter how hard heôd tried to convince his brother he was adapting to his mid-life widowed state, 

Mark wouldnôt have a bar of it. óWe canôt have prime goods going to waste on the shelf,ô heôd said. 

óCome on. Just one date, then Iôll stop pestering you.ô  

ñDad? You back there?ò 

ñAisle six, Jim. Up to my eyeballs in tramping boots.ò 

ñHey, you couldnôt do me a favour?ò 

ñSure.ò  

ñIôve closed up but thereôs one last customer in ladiesô fashion. Can you serve her? Ellie and I have 

that house auction at six-thirty.ò 

ñWell,ò Andy says, glancing quickly at his watch. ñI have toéò He stops mid-sentence. Jim doesnôt 

need to know his father is going on a date. ñYeah. Will do.ò 

ñThanks, Dad. Youôre a life saver.ò 

Jim leaves but his words remain, echoing round in the leather-impregnated air. 

Life saver? Thatôs the last thing I am.  

Being unable to bring his wife back after her cardiac arrest has haunted Andy for the last three years. 

He blames himself for Jenôs death; that her future ï their future ï was snatched away. 

He thinks about their retirement dreams of operas at La Scala and sailing on the Med. 

Gone. All gone. Our golden years snuffed out in minutes.  

A Lasting Impression 

Susie Frame 
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But as Andy walks out of the warehouse and into the store, he takes solace in the fact that while 

he may not have his life partner, Jim does, and together he and Ellie have made him a grandad-in-

waiting with twin girls.  

Jen will live on in our granddaughters.  

Andy quickly wipes away the unexpected tears with the back of his hand. He sees the customer 

at the far end of the store padding round the shop floor in stocking feet. The designer bag and the 

navy pumps sheôs holding complement her haute couture suit.   

Sophisticated with an eye for detail suggests careful retail decision making. Andy sighs. I could 

be here for some time. 

ñCan I help you with something or are you just happy browsing?ò  

The woman turns. Andy takes in the soft blonde curls framing her small heart-shaped face and 

the striking pink-coloured lips that part in a full smile ï a smile that reaches all the way to her 

cerulean blue eyes. Heôs momentarily stunned. He wouldnôt describe her as a classic beauty, she 

wears her unconventional beauty well .  

ñOh, I hope you can,ò she says. ñI need a pair of shoes to go with this.ò A black tailored 

cocktail dress materialises out of a Hospice Op Shop bag.  

Thereôs a turn up. His first thought was this mature, immaculately turned out customer would 

shop at Oooh, La La, or Sew In Style.  

Obviously not. 

ñWell, letôs see.ò Now aware that his customerôs modus operandi is budget chic, he heads to 

the more reasonably priced fashion wall. ñThese would go well,ò he says, handing over a pair of 

plain black courts. 

ñOh, no! Theyôre not outrageous enough...ò she says, looking at the price tag. ñéand theyôre a 

bit on the cheap side. They may notéólastô.ò 

 Andy has lost count of the times heôs heard that old pun over the course of his shoe retailing 

years. 

ñSee what I did there? óThey may not lastô!ò The woman throws her blonde head back and 

laughs. ñSeriously, Trixie. You should be on the stage!ò 

Andy joins in with her laughter. The bubbles of mirth lighten his chest; a welcome change from 

the dragging heaviness that is often its default setting. 

Andyôs mystified and intrigued. He certainly didnôt have this enigmatic Trixie pegged as a 

comedienneéor indeed an op-shopper with a penchant for expensive shoes.    

ñNo. Plain black courts are definitely off the menu, today.ò Trixie gives the shoes back to 

Andy, the touch of her slim, well-manicured hands leaving a faint trace of warmth on his. ñYour 

brief,ò she says, ñis outrageouséand extravagant. I deserve it. Iôve had to scrimp and save every 

dollar since my husband up andðò She quickly puts her hand over her mouth and looks up at 

Andy. Her widened, dark lashed eyes, sparkle like gemstones. ñOh, Iôm so sorry,ò she says, gently 

touching Andy on the arm. ñTMI as my daughter would say.ò 

So? Is this óToo Much Informationô thing a way of Trixie telling me sheôs on her own; that 

sheôs available, perhaps? Andyôs been out of the loop for so long he canôt read the signals.  

ñAnyway,ò she says, walking over to the high fashion stand, ñI became a co-director today and 

Iôve decided a new pair of shoes could be my gift to self. Pluséò she adds, picking up a pair of 

flamingo pink patent stilettos, ñIôm meeting some friends for a quick drink tonight to celebrate. 

Gotta look the part.ò 
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Out tonight? I almost forgot. Andy surreptitiously pulls his shirt cuff back and looks at the time.  

ñOh, Iôm sorry. Am I holding you up?ò 

ñEr, noéum, not at all. Iéò  

ñYouôre being too generous. Of course, I am. Iôll quickly try these on and let you get away.ò 

Trixie bends forward and slides her foot into the right shoe. She stands upright on the stiletto, albeit 

unsteadily, and checks her reflection in the full-length mirror. ñNot bad,ò she says, then hurriedly 

repeats the process with the left. 

Andyôs all too familiar with this scenario. Balancing on one sky scraper heel never ends well.  

Trixie lurches sideways but Andyôs quick reactions prevent her from hitting the floor. He holds her 

bent elbow with one hand and wraps his other arm around her small waist. The feel of her soft hair 

brushing his cheek and the intoxicating top notes of her perfume in his nostrils heightens Andyôs 

senses. Excitement gallops through his veins at a speedy clip until it crashes unceremoniously 

against the wall of guilt in his gut.  

Jen. Iôm sorry. 

Trixieôs face reddens. ñOh, that was careless of me.ò 

óNo, youôre fine,ò says Andy. ñThose killer heels can be lethal. Are you okay?ò 

Trixie nods. ñYes. Just a little embarrassed.ò 

ñHere,ò says Andy. ñHold onto my arm while you try the other one.ò 

ñThank you. Turning up tonight with a black eye wouldnôt be a good look, would it?ò 

ñOh, I donôt know. It would match your dress!ò 

ñHa! Youôre right thereéeré?ò Trixie raises an eyebrow. ñPlease donôt think me forward 

butécan I ask you your name? I mean, itôs only fair. You know mine and, well, at the risk of 

sounding forward, weôve already been a bit up close and personal.ò 

Andy extends his right hand. ñAndy. Nice to meet you.ò 

ñAndéò A smile plays on Trixieôs lips. ñéIôm head over heels to have met you.ò  

 Did that mean what I think it means? ñAnd before you ask,ò he says, aware that the lightness 

in his chest has reappeared and is now careening round his body, ñI see what you did there, Trixie. 

Youôre very punny.ò 

ñYip! Guilty as charged. The life and ósoleô of the party. Thatôs me!ò 

Andy canôt remember having this much fun serving in the shop. There is no denying heôs 

enjoying Trixieôs company.  

No-one will ever replace Jen, but could there be other women out there like Trixie? Someone to 

have some fun with? Maybe this blind date woman could be a bit like her?  

Although Andy doubts that. Trixie is a one-off. 

ñWhat do you think?ò Trixie walks to the mirror in the óflamingo pinksô, holding the cocktail 

dress in front of her. 

Andy wants to say the shoes accent her slender ankles and give her calf muscles definition; that 

they match the lipstick on her perfect cupid bow lips.  

He doesnôt. Instead he opts for; ñóPur-shoeô your search no longer. Youôll make a lasting 

impression in those.ò 

ñStop it now, Andy! Youôre killing me!ò Trixie takes off the stilettos. ñWho knew buying shoes 

could be so hilarious?ò she says. ñHow much?ò 

Free if you agree to have dinner with me?  

ñTwo twenty.ò 
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ñSold!ò 

Five minutes later, Andy gives Trixie a smile and a wave as she drives out of the car park. He 

replaces the óClosedô sign on the door hoping Trixie loves her shoes so much sheôll do what most 

women do ï come back and buy them in another colour.  

Ribbons of heat flutter though Andyôs body at the thought of seeing Trixie again. 

*** 

Andy pulls into Florentinoôs car park just before eight thirty. He checks his image in the rear vision 

mirror and sees more than just his reflection. Someone parked behind him appears to be have collapsed 

beside their car. 

He rushes over to see if he can help. Thoughts of Jen charge round his brain. Please donôt let this be 

a matter of life and death. But his hot fears are doused when he sees whatôs happened. 

ñAre you okay?ò says Andy.  

ñA bit sore but I think Iôll live.ò The woman stops rubbing her ankle and looks up. ñAndy? What 

are youé?ò  

Andy bends down and removes the firmly wedged flamingo pink stiletto from between two paving 

stones. 

ñWell,ò he says, getting lost in her blue eyes, ñit appears Iôm here toéóheelô you?ò He slips the 

offending shoe onto Trixieôs foot. 

Bubbly champagne laughter escapes from Trixieôs throat. ñAnd how did you know Iôd be here 

needing your óheelingô powers?ò she says, allowing Andy to help her to her feet. 

ñIôm eréò 

ñDuh, Trixie. Of course, youôre here for dinner. And once again, I am holding you up. Please tell 

your wife Iôm sorry.ò 

ñActually, the way I see it, I think Iôm the one holding you up. Andémy late wife would be 

pleased Iôve remembered how to be chivalrous.ò 

ñOh, Andy, Iôm so sorry. That canôt be easy for you.ò 

ñIt hasnôt been. But, Iôm getting there. Slowly. Now, why donôt I help you in so you can start 

celebrating that promotion?ò 

ñWhat? Oh, the quick drink? That was at seven.ò Trixie looks uncomfortable. ñIôm mortified to 

admit this but Iôm here on a blind date.ò 

ñOh?ò 

ñFunny. His nameôs Andrew, too.ò 

ñReally? Well, I have a confession. Iôm here on a blind date. Her nameôsðò 

ñBeatrice?ò 

ñYou know her?ò 

Trixie nods. ñóEyeletô you into a secret. Trixieôs my nick name.ò 

Andy feels a tingling in his chest. ñSoé?ò 

ñLooks like youôre having dinner with me.ò 

ñOn one condition,ò says Andy slipping his arm around Trixieôs waist. ñYou let me ófootô the bill.ò 
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Seeing Him Again For The First Time 

Kathy Servian 

Isabel frowned at the rain-soaked beach. She tucked her legs underneath her and shivered as the 

misty rain worked its way inside her thin jacket, soaking her jumper and trickling down the back of 

her neck. 

ñI canôt believe heôs done this to me again.ò She cast a sideways glance at Dean, his lank hair 

plastered to his pale forehead.  

An incongruously cheerful chime emanated from his jacket pocket. He pulled out his phone 

and peered at the screen. ñHe says that thereôs another train at nine-fifteen that gets in here at ten-

thirty.ò 

She looked at her watch before gesturing towards the oily sea lapping listlessly at the muddy 

shore. ñThatôs two hours that we have to wait for him in this shit hole. I only get one day off a week 

and Iôm spending it here with...ò She bit her lip. 

 ñSorry,ò Dean muttered, slipping his phone back into his pocket. 

She sighed, ñItôs not your fault. Heôs the one who insisted that we catch the early train in the 

first place. If I added up all the time Iôve spent waiting for Trent to turn up it would...ò She sighed 

again. ñSorry, I know heôs your mate.ò 

He shrugged. ñSôokay.ò 

Bad tempered gulls screamed over a McDonaldôs burger box abandoned on the beach. They 

jostled each other before leaping into the air and pumping their broad wings to wheel overhead their 

cries filling the soggy air.  




















































