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The Accidental Christmas Cake 

Susan Frame 

 
 

 
Julia threw her daughter an exasperated look."You did what? Why didn't you read the note 

properly?" 

"Well, why didn't you write the note properly?" Lucy always had an answer. "What's the big 

deal? Just go to 21 Greenhill Street and say the Christmas cake left on their door step this morning 

was put there by mistake. It should have gone to number 27." 

"That's cruel. Especially at this time of year." Julia reached into the kitchen cupboard and 

grabbed her cake mixer. "I'll just have to bake another one."  

"All right!" said Lucy, arms akimbo. "I'll go and get it. Is that what you wanted me to say?" 

Julia smiled secretly. "Yes. And I'll let Melissa know her fundraising cake will on her door-

step soon. Well?" she said. "Get walking, then." 

Lucy grabbed her denim bag and the keys to Julia's new car. "No. I'll drive," she grinned 

and disappeared quickly out the kitchen door. 

Julia was going to insist that her daughter could walk, but stopped herself. She realised that 

by having her recently acquired full driver's license, Lucy could get around with fewer people 

throwing pitiful stares her way. 

The car accident - the one that left Lucy's face burnt and scarred - was in the distant past, 

but the effect of that life-changing event was ever-lasting. It took a long time for Lucy to gather 

enough courage to book in for driving lessons. But she'd done it. And two years on from that tenta-

tive first drive behind the wheel, she was now a fully licensed driver. 
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Julia recalled what Lucy had said on the drive home after she'd passed her test. "Oh, Mum. I 

never thought I'd be able to do this. Being able to drive makes me feel so free. Free -and normal." 

Life growing up had been unbearably tough for Lucy. Her appearance set her apart from 

everyone else she knew in her world, and to survive in that world she'd grown a rhino-thick skin 

and built a fortress around her heart.  

But Lucy's brave facade didn't fool Julia for one moment. After all, it was she who heard 

her daughter's muffled cries at night and the relentless heart-breaking questions; Will I ever have a 

boyfriend? Fall in love?  Get married? Be a mother?  

Julia's response to all of Lucy's curly questions had always been the same. "Trust the Uni-

verse, Lucy. Just trust the Universe." 

*** 

Lucy pulled up to the kerb outside 21 Greenhill Street. She flicked off the ignition and 

reached for her bag. She touched up her lips with strawberry gloss then spritzed herself with a 

lightly fragranced honeysuckle body spray – not that shimmery lips and smelling nice changed very 

much in the great scheme of things, but she was learning from Polly and Brie - her two new friends 

at the call centre - that these little tricks of the trade could always be relied on to raise the confi-

dence stakes. 

"Right. Here goes," said Lucy as she locked the car. "Operation 'Get Christmas Cake Back' 

is officially underway." 

Greenhill Street was in a sought-after locale in the city. It lay well to the sun and captured a 

wonderful view of the Pacific. For the second time that day Lucy noticed the sea in the distance, 

but this time the mood and the colours of the water had changed. How wonderful it would be to 

enjoy such a perfect vista from the comfort of your living room. 

Lucy approached the house. Her nerves danced a tango.  What do you have to be nervous 

about?  The cake might still be on the door step and you can make a quick get-away!  

The front doorstep was bare. 

With her heart in her mouth she pressed the door bell. A dog barked. Footsteps approached. 

Lucy braced herself and quickly ran through her rehearsed speech. The front door opened. 

"Hello." 

Lucy looked at the young man standing in front of her. He was about her age, dark-haired, 

blue-eyed, olive skinned and at least six foot tall. She quickly brought her hand to her face, pre-

tending to sweep her fringe out of her eyes – a habit she'd had since the accident.  

"Um, hello. I...er...I'm... Lucy. I'm..." Lucy's rehearsed speech disappeared into the ether. 

She fiddled with her hair again in an attempt to hide her young scar-ravaged face.  

"Nice to meet you, Lucy. I'm Joe." 

Lucy looked for the usual response strangers made when they saw her disfigurement. But 

Joe's face remained unchanged – apart from a broad grin that revealed a dimple in his right cheek. 

He extended his hand and she took it in hers. The warmth of his skin sent a bolt of electricity 

through her. The sensation was unfamiliar. Unfamiliar, but exciting. 

Joe stepped closer to Lucy and breathed deeply. "Aaah. The honeysuckle must be out," he 

said. "Honeysuckle has quite an unmistakeable fragrance, don't you think?" 

While Lucy was trying to get her head around the fact that a man - let alone a young man - 
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could identify the smell of honeysuckle, a labradoodle sidled up to Joe and sat down beside him.  

"So, what can I do for you gorgeous girl?" he said, bending to ruffle the dog between its 

ears. He looked up in Lucy's direction. "Oh, I wasn't talking to you. I was meaning Molly. Not that 

I don't think you're gorgeous. I'm sure...oh...um..." 

Lucy felt Joe's discomfort and laughed out loud. "I think this is where we say something 

about the 'law of holes'? When you find yourself in one -" 

"Yeah, stop digging!" added Joe. "So? What can I help you with?" 

 "Well, I'm here about the cake." 

"Oh, the cake?" Joe's face lit up. "You mean that fabulous Christmas cake left on our door-

step this morning?"  

"Yes. That cake." 

"Such a kind 'welcome-to-the-neighbourhood' gesture. We were hoping we'd find out who 

left it. Dad couldn't see a note." 

Oh. Awkward. "Well, that's because it -" 

"Hey," Joe interrupted. "I know we've only just met and you'll think I have a cheek, but 

you couldn't spare a few minutes to help me with something? Dad's out and I need an extra pair of 

hands to put my bookcase together." 

Lucy waited a beat. "What? You're just going to ask a stranger into your house? I could be, 

I don't know, a psychopath or a -"  

But Joe was already on his way down the hall. "You sound like a lovely person to me and 

besides, psychopaths wouldn't bake cakes for their victims -" 

"Unless they wanted to lull them into a false sense of security and -"  

Joe laughed. "A beautiful voice and a sense of humour. The perfect package."  

Lucy found herself in uncharted territory. She didn't know how to respond to the compli-

ment.  

She followed Joe into the living room. "Wow!" said Lucy, stepping over planks of wood to 

get closer to the window. "This is amazing." 

"Really? It's just a partially built bookcase," he joked. 

"No, I was meaning -" 

 "Yes, I knew what you meant. The view." 

"It's incredible. I bet you never tire of looking out at this." 

Joe didn't respond. He sat down on the red leather sofa and closed his eyes. "Describe it for 

me."  

Lucy pulled her gaze away from the view of the city and smiled at Joe. "Can't get enough 

of my beautiful voice, eh?"   

"That too," he said, "but I want to know if the view out there is as good as I've imagined." 

Lucy's gaze remained firmly fixed on Joe. The moment she heard those words leave his 

lips she felt a strong bond - an invisible bond - connecting her to this handsome stranger sitting a 

few feet away.  

Lucy walked over to the sofa. "Why don't we look at the view together?" She took Joe's 

hand and led him to the window.  Lucy described everything she could see in great detail, from the 

vibrant colours of Joe's garden below to the emerald and blue ocean in the distance. 
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Then Joe turned to face Lucy. "And what about the view right in front of me now? Would 

you mind if I looked at you?" 

"But you can't s... Wh...what do you mean?" 

"Can I touch your face so I can picture what you look like?" Joe said, raising his hands to-

wards Lucy's face. 

Lucy pulled away. "No. Don't, Joe. Please. I'm -" 

"Oh, I'm sorry," he said and quickly dropped his hands. "I forget sighted people get a bit 

spooked by our 'touchy-feely' ways. Forgive me. Please." 

Lucy's regret at upsetting Joe was acute. "It's just that - well, I'm -" 

"It's okay," said Joe softly touching Lucy's arm. "You don't have to explain anything." 

Lucy looked at Joe's gentle face and his unseeing eyes. Her chest lurched and the fortress 

wall she'd built around heart crumbled away. In some ways you are no different to me - we just 

have different battles to fight. 

 Lucy quickly changed the subject."Let's get this bookcase sorted, shall we?" 

The pair talked easily as they assembled the bookcase and sorted Joe's audio book collec-

tion. Lucy prompted Joe to tell her his story. She listened as he spoke of his unsighted journey and 

her heart went out to him - it hurt for his pain, it rejoiced in his successes.  

We share so much, Joe. Have I met a kindred spirit? 

*** 

An hour later while they were enjoying a coffee and a second helping of Julia's Christmas 

cake, Joe said to Lucy, "It's been all about me. What's your story?" 

 Lucy found herself opening up to Joe in a way she'd never opened up to anyone before. 

His empathy was profound, their connection unmistakable. 

"Life's been hard for you. I feel that," he said, softly, thoughtfully. "I so get it. I so get 

you."  

 Lucy felt an ache in her throat. She leaned in towards Joe and made a giant leap of faith. 

She took his hands in hers and guided them to her cheeks. 

Joe's warm fingertips explored her eyes, her lips, her jaw-line, her scars.  

"I'm ugly," she said. 

Joe pressed a finger to Lucy's lips and whispered. "The girl I can see is beautiful." 

Happy tears stung the back of Lucy's eyes. Butterflies took flight in her stomach and her 

heart beat a tattoo. "Thank you," she whispered back. "Thank you." 

Then Lucy's cell phone pinged. "I bet that's Mum." 

"Where are you?" 

"  21Greenhill St. And oh, better bake another cake,"   Lucy texted. 

"Confused?? What's going on?" 

Lucy looked up at Joe, smiled and texted again.   

"  Trust the Universe, Mum. Just trust the Universe." 
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Marion froze. She wanted to scream, but bit her lip hard. Helplessly she watched her red 

Mini being towed away. Surely she hadn’t parked that badly? The autumn rain that had belted 

down all morning now fell as big wet snowflakes. They plopped down in her hair and face and 

joined her angry tears. Blinded, she took a steady grip on the trolley. She had to return to the mall 

to call a taxi. 

At precisely that moment a car drove past her through a huge puddle at the edge of the pave-

ment. In a second her newly-bought skirt dripped of ice-cold, dirty water.  

She hadn’t intended to wear the skirt, but in the fitting room the zip in her jeans had broken, 

so she’d put it on. She’d fallen for the skirt instantly. Of course she couldn’t afford it, but the grey 

wool fabric with its soft pink pattern was perfect to wear at her sister Anna’s engagement party 

that evening; at least until now. 

 This time she did scream.  

  “BLOODY IDIOT! VANDAL! DON’T YOU HAVE EYES IN THAT BRAINLESS 

HEAD OF YOURS?”  

 It felt good, but didn’t help the skirt. It was beyond hope. The car stopped with a screech some 

twenty meters away, reversed with speed and came to a halt in the middle of the puddle. Marion 

stepped back just in time. A man jumped out. 

“I’m so, so SORRY! Please, forgive me. I couldn’t see the puddle for the snow on my wind-

screen. The wipers are stuck.” 

Black Friday 

Annika Ohlson-Smith 
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The guy in front of her was really tall and in his thirties. He was obviously upset. He tugged 

his hair. It was blond. He had very blue eyes; they pleaded with her. He hauled out a hankie from 

his pocket, bent down almost on his knees and started to dab furiously at her skirt. Yes, definitely 

upset. He looked up at her. He reminded her of a puppy she’d had as a child.  

Lucky had looked exactly like that, when she’d caught him tearing her teddy-bear to bits. Just as 

she had then, she started to cry. Big time. It was just too much bad luck for one day. 

 “Oh no...please..., ” the guy stood up and for a second she thought he’d go on dabbing her 

face as well. Instead he grabbed her hands and firmly relieved her from the trolley and led her to 

his car. He opened the door to the passenger seat and with soothing noises ushered her inside. 

Within seconds he’d put all her shopping bags in the boot, hopped into the car and started the mo-

tor. 

“Better get away quickly, the parking wardens are pretty grim around here.” 

 “You don’t say.” She laughed bitterly.  And just like her tears, the words now flooded about 

the purchase of the skirt, the broken zip and her towed away Mini.  

“Ouch! And then I ruined your skirt.” 

 “That…was the last… straw.” She sobbed, so she could hardly speak.  

“Looks like it. But please, let me drive you home and then sort out this mess. Where do you 

live?” 

The guy was obviously a more practical than courteous man. He went straight to a petrol sta-

tion and got the wipers fixed, only then he introduced himself. 

“By the way, I’m Mick. After Mick Jagger.” He grimaced. ”Mum is mad about ‘The 

Stones’. What’s your name?” 

 “Marion.” 

 “Marion! Nice. Not very common.” 

“I guess not. But it could’ve been worse. I was supposed to be called Marlon, after Marlon 

Brando. I’m quite grateful I wasn’t a boy.” 

“Me too.” He grinned. 

As they entered Marion’s flat with all the bags, practical Mick took over again. 

 “Now, you go and change, so I can take the skirt to a dry-cleaner while you recover a bit. 

Then I’m happy to take you to wherever they took your car. Okay?” 

“Sure, but...okay, thanks!” 

Marion jumped seeing her face in the bathroom mirror. She had dirty spots all the way up to 

her forehead. Her eyes were red and swollen from crying, mascara was smeared down her cheeks 

and her dark hair hung in wet strands over her shoulders. So this was how Mick had seen her; 

Mick, who was much more handsome than his namesake. She moaned loudly and dragged her be-

draggled self into the shower.  

At the car pound an hour later Marion got another shock hearing how much she had to pay. 

She looked at Mick with a vague hope. 

“No way! You pay. This was entirely your fault. I only pay for my own mistakes.” He 

laughed. Not a mean laugh, but irritating enough. She felt ashamed. He was right, of course. He’d 

saved her the taxi money and would pay for the dry-cleaning as well. 

 “But I’m happy to buy you a drink some time, when it suits you.” He looked questioningly 
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at her. She swallowed the shame and nodded. 

 “Thanks…sounds nice.” 

Marion had offered to host the engagement party for Anna and her fiancé on any other day 

than Friday the 13th , which only had been waved away with laughter. The newly engaged couple 

were apparently not superstitious. Marion, on the other hand, was and today’s events were proof 

enough. There was hardly any time left for preparation because of all bad luck. But surely nothing 

more could go wrong now. 

Ha! Who did she try to fool? Everything went fine until she was going to change into her 

new skirt. Not until then she remembered she hadn’t got it. Mick had promised to be back with her 

skirt in good time. The dry-cleaners closed at 6pm. The dry-cleaners were just around the corner. 

It was now twenty minutes to seven. 

 “How stupid can you get? I can’t believe I trusted him!” 

She hadn’t thought of giving him her phone number and she hadn’t got his either. She didn’t 

know his surname. Come to think of it, she didn’t know anything about him, other than him being 

named after a rock singer, and that he had a black or possibly dark blue car. She hadn’t taken no-

tice of the brand of the car and of course not the number of it either. And yet she had trusted him 

with her new expensive skirt.  

Determined not to start crying again she put on her newest blouse and five year old black 

trousers. She actually managed to smile to herself in the mirror as she realised it was all her sister 

Anna’s fault and boy, should she let her know it! 

As it happened, she didn’t have the heart to spoil the evening with letting out her frustration. 

Anna looked too happy and besides she didn’t want to let all the others know what a complete idi-

ot she’d been. 

 “Can I help you with the dishes?” Anna came into the kitchen, trying to hide a yawn. 

 “Absolutely not. You two lovebirds go home. I’ll deal with this tomorrow morning.” 

 “Thanks love, it’s been a lovely party. See, nothing bad happened after all. You’re a silly 

girl, Marion, but I love you anyway.”  

 “Silly is probably not the right word for it, but let’s not go there,” Marion mumbled. 

Next morning Marion stumbled out into the kitchen. She put the radio on and Tina Turner’s 

‘What’s love got to do with it’ helped her stop yawning and start washing up. 

A few minutes later the door bell rang. Convinced it was Anna coming to help her after all, 

she opened the door dressed in a plastic apron and rubber gloves. 

The first thing she saw was the skirt. Then an enormous bunch of nodding red roses ap-

peared, closely followed by Mick, now with dark rings under his eyes, not begging like yesterday, 

but…resigned. 

“You!” 

“Yes, me. I know it’s too late with the skirt, but boy am I in a great need of a bucket of black 

coffee.” 

 “That about the skirt is correct, but what makes you think I’ll invite you for coffee – black 

or not?” 

 “Please, please, pleeease! I understand you’re angry with me, but give me a chance to ex-
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plain. I’m begging you on my knees.” 

 “On your knees?” She sighed. “No, no, no, don’t bother!” She grabbed him before he fell on 

his knees with skirt and roses and all. 

 Marion poured the coffee in the biggest mugs she had, while Mick put two filled mini ba-

guettes on a plate. 

 “Weell, out with it.”  

“Yes. It started at the dry-cleaners. They couldn’t get rid of some black spots. They thought it 

was either oil or tar. So yes, the skirt was ruined.” Mick looked seriously at her and took a big bite 

of the baguette. 

 “But...but the skirt looks fine to me.” 

He waved his hand pointing at his full mouth. She had to wait. She was confused and curious 

at the same time. She pulled off her apron, while she waited. 

 “As the ‘Knight-in-Shining-Armour’ that I am,” he continued, “I took the skirt back to the 

mall. If I’d been smart, I would’ve gone back to you first checking what shop you’d bought it in. 

But I didn’t. So not until I stepped into the third shop I was in the right one.” He dunked the ba-

guette ceremoniously in his coffee while she impatiently waited for him to continue.  

 “And guess what?” 

 “No, what?”  

 “They didn’t have any more skirts in your size.” 

 She looked again at the skirt on its hanger. 

“So what size…”   

 “But they rang their other store in town and they had it.” He looked far too happy seeing her 

confusion. “They also were open till eight, so I went for it. By this time it was of course close to 

seven, so I knew I’d be late getting the skirt to you. Anyway…before I’d found a parking space it 

was twenty to eight. Getting the right sized skirt went quick though, so I decided to go straight back 

to you and hope you’d be okay with putting it on half way into the party.” 

 “So why didn’t you?” 

“Good question. I was out on the motorway when the car stopped. I’d run out of petrol. At 

that stage I gave up.” 

 Marion nodded slowly. Mick let out a hoarse laugh. 

 “Right then I was very close putting the damn skirt on, putting the stereo on highest volume 

and dancing barefoot-disco on the roof of the car until they came to arrest me, but…” 

 “Just my thought! I’d done the same. Absolutely. But I’m glad I didn’t have to bail you out. 

And your car. Couldn’t afford it.” 

 They stared at each other and tried desperately to keep a straight face, but in the end they 

burst out laughing. 

 Later Mick said, while drying the last wine glass, “That drink I promised you yesterday…

what about tonight?” 
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On February 13th 2015 at approximately two o'clock in the morning, Tallulah Crosby was 

born.  

An ‘oops’ baby.  

Conceived by mistake, but loved just the same. I held her warm blood-sticky body on my 

breast and marvelled at her perfect limbs, blond hair, perfect ears and nose. Her eyes were tightly 

closed and she made soft snuffles against me. I was a proud mother.  

How I wished Jace was here to share this momentous occasion, although I should backtrack 

to a few months earlier...  

Trapped in a concrete stairwell.  

Possibly hours of waiting to be rescued. 

Then came along Jace Crosby. 

 

Hands occupied with plastic bags, I made my way to the lifts in my inner-city apartment 

building. After a long day’s work as a Practice Nurse at a local Travel Doctor’s, I was ready for a 

chilled Sauvignon Blanc and dinner. The doors opened and I walked in, grateful to disentangle my 

hands from the thinned plastic handles which made my fingers tingle as the circulation returned. 

The lift doors closed. I stepped up to the security panel on the wall ready to swipe my key fob. Uh 

oh, where was it? I remembered having it in the car. Without it I was stuck and going nowhere. 

The feeling of alarm which had started in my stomach, low down, reached up into my throat. 

The Oops Baby 

Virginia Suckling 
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Calm down, Lex, I said to myself. 

With the slight easing of panic came rational thought. Where had I last seen the fob? An-

swer—in the back of the car— it was easier to grab the food parcels.  

Solution—call the concierge. Looking at my watch, I realised he’d have gone home.  

Next best thing—press the intercom button. I was about to speak when the lift gave a slight 

jerk and smoothly began its ascent. Relief washed over me like a warm soothing shower. I was 

saved! 

The lift stopped and I walked out, bags ricocheting off my legs as a workman passed me. Oh 

no, I was on the ninth floor, one below my destination. Turning quickly to catch the lift before the 

doors closed, I hollered.  

Too late.  

Damn! I’d have to wait for someone to stop at this floor again or knock on the apartment 

doors. No luck with a couple of them. Ah ha, someone on the business floor, three levels down 

would help. Usually someone worked late. Grasping my bags tightly, I shouldered my way 

through the fire-door and walked down to the sixth floor.   

Hope died. Lights were out, there was no one about. My breath caught. Don’t cry. I plonked 

down on the concrete stairs. No key fob. No cell phone either. No way of getting off the staircase 

unless someone came through the door. Was that likely to happen?  

I resigned myself to a long wait, possibly overnight. Heaven forbid. I nearly laughed out 

loud at the absurdity of my prison. Hope flared again at a noise echoing from above. 

Someone was coming down the stairs. At speed. 

I don’t know who was more startled when the man shot round the corner and nearly catapult-

ed into my arms. Luckily, I was huddled against the wall when he swung by me, grunted and 

stopped with inches to spare.  

I recognised him.  

My estranged husband, Jace Crosby.  

He hadn’t changed much, although I hadn’t seen him for months. A leaner body, maybe. His 

hair was still blue-black with some greying at the temples. He pushed his tortoiseshell glasses up 

his nose.   

‘What are you doing here?’ I said. He didn’t seem surprised to see me in the building. 

Strange, I thought. 

‘Exercise.’ He panted.  

‘Exercise?’ 

‘I work on the eighth floor and each night I run down the stairs. Sort of gets my work out of 

my system and I’m relaxed as soon as I walk out the building.’ 

‘That’s all very well, but I mean what are you doing here?’ 

‘I’ve just—’ 

‘You’re the new business that’s recently moved in?’ 

‘Got it in one.’ 

‘Did you know I lived here?’ 

His eyes moved past me to look through the window. He’d known all right. I needed to dis-

cuss it with him, but right now my habitual glass of wine beckoned. ‘Well, even if it is you,’ Jace 
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winced, ‘I’m glad. I left my key fob in the car and my cell phone charging in my apartment.’ 

‘Where do you want to go?’ 

‘Back to the car park, please.’ 

Jace picked up the bags, fobbed the door panel and led the way to the lifts. After we collect-

ed the my fob, he insisted on carrying my bags to the apartment. He didn’t even ask which floor I 

was on. Again, I felt there was more to this than he was letting on. Should I invite Jace in? I didn’t 

get the chance. As soon as the door opened, he strolled in with my bags and put them down on the 

wooden bench top.   

He looked around and whistled through his teeth. ‘You’ve got quite a set up here.’ 

‘Not mine.’ 

‘How so?’ 

‘I’m flat-sitting for a friend but she’s just informed me she’s coming back in a week. Her 

mother’s sick. She rang me at work and I was so busy thinking about my options that I left the fob 

key in the car.’ 

‘Come to my place and we’ll discuss your options over dinner?’ He leaned against the bench 

top and crossed his arms. The thin fabric of his shirt showed off his muscular frame. The cool air 

from the air conditioner suddenly didn’t seem cool enough. I grabbed the nearest plastic bag and 

opened the refrigerator door, pushing items in anywhere and everywhere. 

Next minute the bag was taken out of my hands, the fridge door closed and Jace held me in 

front of him.  

‘So, what do you think?’ 

I tried to look away; he skewered me with a no-nonsense look. 

‘I’m not sure that’s a good idea.’ 

Exasperated, he said, ‘It’s dinner, Alexandra. We’ve not seen each other for months—’ 

‘Eleven months and three weeks tomorrow.’ Damn. Why did I say that? 

Jace’s eyebrows quirked and then he grinned. ‘Miss me?’ 

‘No! And to prove it, I’ll buy you dinner tonight.’ 

‘No can do. I’ve got to get home to the lady in my life.’ 

‘Oh. I see. Maybe I’ll take a rain check.’ 

‘I didn’t take you for a coward, Lex. After all we’ve been through, you were never that.’ 

I hesitated and before I knew it, Jace had picked up my handbag and jacket, pushed me out 

the door to the lifts, down to the car park. 

He led me to his Jaguar close by. Opening the passenger door, he gestured for me to get in. 

We drove in silence to a suburb renowned for its embassies, private schools and elite houses. 

He went straight into his garage. 

The minute he opened the flat’s front door a golden retriever jumped him, covering his suit 

with golden hairs.  

‘You still have Cassie.’ She was my wedding present to him. I hunkered down and buried 

my face in her soft golden fur.  
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‘Of course.’ Jace turned away walking towards the kitchen, only to suddenly turn back.  

‘You can stay here.’ 

‘I don’t think so.’ 

‘Why not? There’s plenty of room. You can have one floor and I’ll have the other. We only 

have to share the kitchen and laundry.’ 

‘We have issues...’  

He shrugged.  

We’d be sleeping a floor apart. There would still be the dreams of his hands caressing my 

body. I knew because they hadn’t let up because we didn’t share a bed anymore. Living with him 

again―could I cope with that? 

I looked into his deep blue eyes noticing, not for the first time, the indigo-ringed irises which 

I’d always found fascinating, mesmerising. ‘After everything between us, you still want me to stay 

here?’  

Jace put his hands in his pockets and rocked on his heels. ‘Er...how can I say this?’ 

‘Just do it.’ 

‘Okay. I still love you. Losing the twins...’ I saw tears in his eyes. 

‘You told the doctors not to save them.’ I gave an unladylike snort that became a sob. 

Jace lifted a hand. ‘I chose all of you. There were complications. You’ve not forgiven me? 

Pity. I’d hoped we could try again.’ The last few words came out in a rush. Uncertainty flitted 

across his face as his unwavering gaze held mine. 

I looked down at the floor and then back at him. ‘If you meant to discombobulate me, you’ve 

succeeded.’ 

He shrugged again. 

‘You go out of my life and now you’re back, working in the same apartment building. 

What’s going on?’  

‘We were good together, Lex. If you don’t want to try again,’ he sighed, ‘then I’ll have to 

accept that. Though, you can stay here until you’ve got another flat, house, whatever.’ 

‘That’s kind of you.’ 

‘No! It’s not kind.’ He rushed over and held me by my arms. ‘I love you, dammit. Life is 

zilch without you. I’d rather have you hating me than never see you again.’ 

I touched a cheek with my finger. ‘I don’t hate you, Jace. And if the truth be told, I’d have 

made the same decision. It took me longer to work through my grief...the knowledge that we 

couldn’t try IVF again. After losing them, I was irrational. I said things, hurtful things that I wish 

every day I could take back.  I’ve wanted to ring you many times but—‘ 

‘Why didn’t you?’’ 

‘I was scared. I didn’t know what I’d do if you had moved on and found someone else.’ 

‘You goose. You’ve wasted the best part of a year, sorry, eleven months three weeks and 

two days to be precise, worrying over nothing. Come here.’ 

After a long hard hug and intoxicating kiss, he said, ‘Let’s give it another shot.’ 

 

That had been nine months ago and I have never been more fulfilled and happy. There’s a 

new addition to our family as Cassie, before we had her sterilised, was caught by a friend’s dog 
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while we were visiting Mum and Dad in the country.  

Watching Cassie now, gently nip a fold of skin around Tallulah’s neck and put her back in 

her basket, I put a protective hand on my stomach. Soon I’d have my own ‘oops’ baby. The mira-

cle that Jace and I thought we’d never have.   

The only problem was he wasn’t here. Establishing his successful computer company, in an-

other city, he was working late. I got my phone off the table and took a photo, sending him a text. 

Less than a minute passed before I got a reply―coming home right now. 

   

Third Place 
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There Must be an App for That 

Yvonne Walus 

 

90 Days To Go 

Extra, extra, read all about it! Guess it’s not news to you, as this blog is titled Mother-Of-

The-Bride, but I confess my eyes were damp and my throat tight when Megan showed me the ring. 

Magnificent.  

Not that the size of the diamond matters. What counts is that Megan and Tom are crazy 

about each other, that Tom has his own start-up business and no body piercings. And his mum is 

lovely, too. Megan won’t have any mother-in-law dramas. 

My baby’s getting married. The date’s only three months away! How is a single parent sup-

posed to organise a formal white wedding all by herself? There must be an app for that! 

 

89 Days To Go 

Not formal white. Megan wants to do this sustainable-earth stuff. I called Tom’s mum, and 

at the end of the hour-long chat I have two phone-screen scrolls’ worth of ideas: cotton-fibre wed-

ding invitations, organic buffet, edible confetti, a barn setting.  

Of all the wedding planning apps available, I’m using Wunderlist. This way, I can share the 

plans with Tom’s mum. I should stop calling her that, shouldn’t I? Libby. Her name’s Libby. 
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88 Days To Go 

Apparently no more sustainable-earth stuff. Goth is the latest flavour. That means Megan’s 

planning to wear black. Black!!! What is she thinking? What kind of a message will a bride in 

mourning send to the guests and groom?  

 

87 Days To Go 

Megan’s reminded me that I wore virginal white and look how my marriage’s turned out. 

Meeow! Surely there must be an app available that comes up with clever rejoinders. Or at least an 

app that manages grown-up daughters who still sound like teenagers.  

I know, I know. My fault that Megan and I never got around to ironing out the little (and 

not so little) crinkles our relationship sustained in the warzone of Megan’s coming of age. Result? 

A twenty-five year old woman going on fifteen whenever her mum’s around. 

If only she could feel how much I love her. If only she knew how desolate the distance be-

tween us makes me. If only there was something I could do. 

That’s why I’m sending out eighteen wedding invitations written with white ink on black. 

We shared the list and Libby is doing twenty-two for her side of the family. 

 

86 Days To Go 

Question: what’s the etiquette around inviting your ex to your child’s wedding? Really? 

That he left us five years ago and didn’t send as much as a text is irrelevant? Drat. 

Dimitri and I had both just turned twenty-one when we tied the knot. Megan was a flower-

girl at our wedding, looking exquisite in her white poufy dress, her three-year old mouth round 

with concentration. No wonder she doesn’t want a poufy white dress now. The way my marriage 

went, thank goodness she wants a husband. 

Those first years after Megan’s birth were tough. A screaming baby is a danger to any rela-

tionship, but particularly to a teenage one. Yet we survived the marital quarrels, the nappies, the 

terrible-twos and the worse-thirteens. Dimitri left us when the going finally got good: with the 

mortgage paid off and Megan at university. I suggested we do a bit of travelling, Paris maybe, to 

renew our vows. That’s when he told me he was leaving, because I was too “egotistic and self-

absorbed”. Only, the red-headed woman who drove him and his five suitcases away from our fam-

ily home couldn’t have been much older than our daughter. Afterwards, I found out the redhead 

had been one of many. 

Thus, egotistically and self-absorbedly, I don’t want to see Dimitri ever again. Not even at 

Megan’s wedding. 

Libby has it easy. Her ex is dead… I didn’t mean that. It was traumatic for her, and worse 

for Tom. Sometimes, though, it’s easier to mourn a good man than to forgive a bad one. 

Still, he’s Megan’s dad. Megan, a tiny bump in my teenage tummy and a huge bump in my 

life’s journey. Megan, three-point-five kilograms of pinkness that smelled of sweet almonds and 

bawled like a banshee. Megan, the ungainly teen, the elegant young woman. I’d walk through fire 

for her, give up my life to save hers, buy her a happily-ever-after app even if it cost my own com-

fort. 
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Dimitri never left me his new address, but Mr Google knows everything. With fingers that 

don’t cooperate, I write out the nineteenth invitation.  

Megan will have Daddy walk her down the aisle. 

 

84 Days To Go 

Disaster! My sister has just split up with her husband. I know about the fragility of mar-

riage vows first-hand, but seriously? Seriously? 

 “You can’t do this to me,” I wail when she phones. “I’ve already mailed your wedding invi-

tation. Addressed to both of you.” 

 Right, so perhaps I can be a bit “egotistic and self-absorbed” at times. 

 My sister offers no apology. “I’ll white-out his name and write plus-one if it makes you feel 

better.” 

 White-out won’t work, I want to tell her. Better use tar. Or black nail polish. Megan and I 

bought four bottles yesterday. 

 “Do you have a plus-one?”  The question slips out before I can swallow it. 

 “Darling, I have a plus-five. Plus-ten. You wouldn’t believe the selection out here if you -” 

 I say goodbye before she has a chance to broach the taboo topic. After Dimitri, the idea of 

trusting another man with my brittle self-confidence is about as appealing as having open-heart 

surgery without an anaesthetic.  

 

70 Days To Go 

Today I purchased a mother-of-the-bride outfit. That’s the third one now. So, decision 

time. The silk black one, dressed up with jewellery? Methinks I’d need a lot of jewellery to stand 

out in the crowd of black: black bride, black groom, black bridesmaids. 

The two-piece sea-blue suit then? Hmmm. It makes me look like the Queen -and not a 

queen if you see the difference.  

Or this latest purchase, the liquid gold draping my waist and falling just so around the 

hips? 

 “The gold,” Libby says. “It highlights your colouring. Plus, by the time you’re done making 

all the silk flowers, you’ll never want to look at silk again.” 

 She has a point. The table centrepieces are ready, but Megan’s bouquet and the arrangements 

for the aisle are still on the to-do Wunderlist.  

Must remember to book the band. 

 

69 Days To Go 

No venue yet. So far, Megan’s vetoed my every suggestion: a vineyard, a church, our gar-

den, the beach. It so reminds me of planning her tenth birthday party, I actually mention a steam 

train and a trampoline hall.  

Idea: move the whole wedding to a faraway exotic location, like Singapore’s Raffles hotel. 

Megan in a long white dress would descend the sweeping staircase into the marble lobby…. Oh, 

wait. Not white. Black.  
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Black, with one thousand fake black pearls that I’m to sew onto it. I doubt there’s an app 

for that. 

 

67 Days To Go 

 Dimitri emailed to accept the wedding invitation. Said he wouldn’t be bringing a plus-one.  

You know, I kind of feel sorry for the redhead.  

 

63 Days To Go 

 Megan’s approved a traditional fruitcake, as long as it’s iced black, with red roses on top. 

Having perused images of Goth weddings on the net, I’m thankful she doesn’t want a crow, cas-

kets, or garlands of dripping blood.  

 The wedding décor is to run all crisp black, vivid reds, and glittering crystal. The reception 

hall, however, will be covered in cobwebs and artificial fog. Clearly, not enough Halloween par-

ties in Megan’s childhood. There must be an app for making spooky ornaments. 

 Libby says Tom’s happy with whatever wedding theme Megan picks. He’s taking care of the 

honeymoon. The arrangements are so top secret that even Libby has no idea. The brochures he 

leaves around cover everything from Fiji to Alaska.  

 My little girl, on a honeymoon. 

 Seems like only a few years ago she was playing weddings with Barbie and Ken. The dolls 

would speed away in a pink car towards their bright future under the dining room chair. 

 That reminds me. I was fully prepared to oppose hiring a hearse, but – thank heavens – Me-

gan’s going with white stretch limos. All booked and paid for in advance, before she changes her 

mind. 

 

30 Days To Go 

 Love is… sewing on 816 black pearls onto a black wedding dress.  

(Libby does the other 184. Says it would be a waste if the mother of the bride went blind 

from all the needlework and didn’t get to see the wedding.) 

 

21 Days To Go 

Dimitri phones to ask what gift to bring. I say Megan only needs him. His voice, once so 

much part of my life, confuses the past and the present. I can’t decipher the emotions clutching at 

my throat. 

 

 

10 Days To Go 

 What am I forgetting?  

 Hairdresser, check. Photographer, check. Caterer, check. Newspaper announcement? 

Libby is a rock. She’s keeping me sane. 
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 Blast Off! 

 And here we are, in a disused Victorian theatre, under a crystal chandelier, among the black-

and-red silk flowers I had to re-attach with a glue gun at the last minute because they threatened to 

fall apart in the heat. 

 Megan is looking stunning. Black suits her. Being the centre of attention suits her. Love suits 

her best of all. My love, and Dimitri’s, but above all - Tom’s. 

 “I will never betray you, for you are my Heart, my Soul and my Life.” 

 I cry. 

 

1 Day After  

 It’s over. The newlyweds arrived safely in Singapore’s Raffles and are basking in opulence. 

(Tom says I gave him the idea.)  

Libby and I are enjoying coffee in my garden, when… I can’t believe it… Dimitri walks 

through the gate, dimples in his cheeks, and falls to his knees. 

 “Let’s start again. Renew our vows in Paris. Exactly like you wanted.” 

 Like I wanted five long years ago. I’m tempted to ask whatever happed to egotistic and self-

absorbed, but, honesty, what’s the point? There must be an app for forgiveness. It’s just that I 

don’t have it installed. 

“We will never have Paris,” I tell him, a little sorry. For him, for the us we once were, for 

the future we won’t have. But mostly, because I do want to see Paris. Just not with Dimitri. 

With Libby. 

The realisation jolts me. Libby?  

In a kaleidoscope of memory fragments, I relive the last three months. Sampling seven 

wedding cakes together, laughing in the shoe shops, having our nails done. Talking, and finishing 

each other’s thoughts.   

My eyes find hers. Predictably - she already knows. 

I’ve always considered myself straight, yet I feel no need to re-label. Not gay, not straight. 

Just two women in love, going to Paris. 

So simple I don’t need an app for it. 

First Place 
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‘The theme is romance. Please wear anything in white, gold or silver,’ the future bride said 

to me. ‘I know. Come as an angel.’ 

As you’ve probably guessed, I’m a marriage celebrant. Whether it was a sub-consciousness 

desire to experience the depth of love that it takes to commit to one person, I have no idea. Maybe 

it was, or maybe I just loved weddings. My business began with ‘Debbie’s Boutique’, specialising 

in wedding attire sewn by moi, I then progressed to wedding planner and/or marriage celebrant. 

Usually there are no special themes for a wedding, but I was happy enough to comply with 

this bride’s wishes. I rummaged around in my sewing room amongst my supply of remnants and 

found a length of ivory chiffon. I created an empire-line gown that flowed around my ankles, the 

wings were made from wire, netting and gold braid. To fasten them to my back, I put a small 

pocket in the bodice which held a chopstick. To this I attached the wings with a bull dog clip. The 

halo headband, also concocted out of wire, was covered with gold binding. At the finish, with my 

blonde hair coiled on top of my head, I looked the part. 

 

The day of the wedding arrived. As the venue was rural, in an area I didn’t know well, I set 

out in plenty of time with my trusty satnav. 

As the car cruised along the highway, it gave an unexpected lurch, and then slowed. I tried 

speeding up. Nothing doing. It stuttered a few metres, giving me a chance to park close to a grass 

verge. 

The Fallen Angel 

Virginia Suckling 
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I got out of the driver’s seat, grabbing my mobile phone and pressed the emergency number 

for the Automobile Association. No cell phone reception. Swivelling this way and that didn’t help. 

Damn. What was I going to do? Would anyone else come along the road? It was a shortcut, after 

all. Ten minutes later, there were still, no cars.  

No people.  

Nothing. 

Why today of all days? Close by, a gate surrounded by a huge hedge looked promising.  I 

walked towards it and discovered the gravel roadway petered off into long grass and an orchard. 

Returning to the car, I had another go at checking the mobile coverage without success. 

The car secure, I hurried down the road looking for something or someone. At the end of a 

long drive, I glimpsed part of a building. Could it be a house? I wasn’t sure, but there was only one 

way to find out. Lifting the hem of my dress to avoid a particularly muddy puddle, I wandered up 

the roadway. A thin strip of grass, or rather weeds entangled with few tufts of grass, ran down the 

middle. Various shades of pink blossom floated down over me like confetti from the flowering 

cherries that bordered the track, under which hyacinths and daffodils flowered haphazardly. The 

scent was magnificent.  

Round a slight bend, I got the full view of a neat farmhouse whose backdrop was smooth 

green hills interspersed with native trees. The afternoon sun dappled the stone and wood, all in all, 

a calm and peaceful setting, which alas, also, looked deserted.  

Running up to the front door, I pressed the doorbell, however it didn’t chime inside the 

house. I tried knocking and still no answer. I thumped my fist on the wooden door and heard a 

querulous voice yell, ‘I’m coming, dammit. Quit the racket.’ 

I stepped back. Someone male was going to open the door—the deep, albeit cross voice, 

told me that. 

The door shuddered open as the bottom caught on the slate doorstep. About to launch into 

my spiel about the car, I was aware that the man before me was sinfully gorgeous as if he was one 

of the angelic crew I was impersonating. His spontaneous laugh irked me. I guessed he found my 

fancy dress highly amusing. Normally so would I, but not today. 

‘My God, I’ve got an angel, not at my table, but on my doorstep,’ he said. 

He received a thin smile. My nerves were as taut as a harp string. ‘Yes, and I know it looks 

funny.’  

‘Funny? Darn right hilarious. Where’s your halo?’ 

Without thinking, I replied. ‘In the car.’ 

Another deep laugh, his brown eyes sparkled. ‘I’m sorry. You won’t be finding this amus-

ing.’ 

‘How right you are. My car has broken down and I need to be somewhere—‘ 

‘Divine intervention no good?’ 

‘That’s not funny. For your information I’m a marriage celebrant who’s going to be very late 

for a wedding.’ 

‘Not a matter of life or death, then.’ 

I rolled my eyes. ‘Can’t you be serious for a moment?’ 

He cleared his throat. ‘Yes. Of course.’ His eyes sparkled and he stopped laughing. Never-
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theless, I saw his lips twitch. 

‘Can you help?’ I glanced at my watch. 

‘Give me a moment,’ he said, chuckling as he turned away. 

‘Can I ring the AA?’ I sounded like a virago, but time was passing. Even so, I noted his trim 

figure and extremely nice derrière.  

‘Be my guest, but they will probably take an hour or so to come out here.’ 

Within minutes he was back with a pair of boots which he put on, grabbed a set of keys from 

the hall table, and shut the door behind him. 

He pointed towards a jeep. ‘We’ll go in this. I may need to tow you.’ 

I glanced at my watch again. ‘I don’t have time to muck about.’  

He looked affronted. ‘Neither do I.’ 

‘Could you give me a lift to the wedding venue and I’ll contact the AA from there.’ 

He nodded and opened the passenger door. I missed the step up into the vehicle tripping over 

the hem of my gown. His strong arms righted me, averting a disastrous fall and I was gently 

pushed into the front seat.  

Snap! 

His brow furrowed. ‘What was that?’ 

‘My chopstick.’ Then I had to laugh at the look on his face before explaining about my angel 

wings. 

‘Ingenious. So now you’re a fallen angel. No wonder prayer didn’t help.’ 

‘Ha ha. I suppose I asked for that one.’ 

On the way down the drive, he introduced himself. ‘I’m Lachlan Stewart.’ He took his right 

hand off the steering wheel and we shook hands. 

‘Deborah Marshall.’ 

On reaching the car, Lachlan, disregarding my heavy sighs, checked under the bonnet, in-

spected under the car, and peered at the dashboard. He was nonplussed and suggested, as I had 

done earlier, to drive me to the wedding venue and he’d sort everything out later. 

In a few minutes we’d reached another farm property, and he drove the jeep up to the front 

door. ‘When I next see you, you may be able to see the funny side of this,’ he said, as I opened the 

passenger door and gingerly got out. 

‘Mm, maybe. Thanks for the lift. Oh, what’s your mobile...?’ But he’d gone.  

 

Fortunately the wedding schedule was running late, giving me plenty of time to go to the ca-

terers and beg a chopstick. Yes, they had them for part of the buffet meal for those so inclined. 

Lucky for me. Suitably haloed and winged, I went to the rose-covered arbour to prepare for the 

service. The bridegroom, dressed as Prince Charming, was flattening the grass into a well-worn 

path with his pacing―obviously nervous. I greeted him and said something soothing. At the sound 

of my voice, his best man turned and I came face to face with Lachlan, my rescuer, who looked 

even more beguiling in dark trousers, a white poet shirt beneath a striped waistcoat. He looked as 

if he’d walked out of the Regency era, instead of 2015.   

My face must have shown amazement because the groom asked if I was okay. 

Lachlan answered for me. ‘Deborah had a slight problem with her car on the way here. A 
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problem I intend to fix when we’ve finished here.’ 

About to say that could be rather late, I was interrupted by the bride’s arrival. Everyone 

turned to watch a lovely ‘Snow White’, dressed in cream silk and tulle, glide down the aisle on her 

father’s arm.  

Throughout the ceremony, I was aware of a pair of brown eyes studying me. Someone had 

mentioned that if I was nervous about speaking in front of a crowd, I should imagine everyone na-

ked. No way was I going to do that with the best man. I might have self combusted. As it was, my 

breath caught a few times in my throat. 

 When the bride gazed at the bridegroom and said, ‘I promise to love and cherish you 

through whatever life may bring us,’ I couldn’t help stealing a glance at Lachlan. His eyes weren’t 

sparkling anymore—they were serious and dark. Why wasn’t he smiling? 

Completing the ceremony, I said, ‘I now pronounce you husband and wife.’ 

Applause rang out and the two walked back down the aisle and Lachlan followed them with 

the only bridesmaid. Watching them, disappointment coursed through me. Foolishly I’d thought 

the attraction was mutual. 

I went to one of the bedrooms to remove my angel garb and dress more appropriately for an 

evening reception. Waiting for me, leaning nonchalantly against the wall, was Lachlan. 

‘I hoped you hadn’t gone,’ he said. 

‘I’m staying a while but I must go and ring―’ 

‘Don’t bother. I can sort out the problem.’  

‘It’s getting dark.’ 

‘All the more reason not to bother them. If I have to, I’ll drive you home.’ 

‘Would you?’ 

‘On one condition.’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘You have your first dance with me.’ 

As it happened our dance had a slow rhythm, our bodies touched and my head automatically 

rested on his shoulder during the intimate dance which didn’t last long enough for me. Our desul-

tory conversation expanded to a long drawn out talk over dinner. Looking back, we must have 

been so absorbed with each other... Even now, I cannot remember what we ate. 

I discovered that Lachlan Stewart was a farmer who cared more for training his dogs for 

sheepdog trials than having a social life. Funnily enough, while I was wondering why he wasn’t 

married, he was thinking the same about me. He introduced me to the bridesmaid―his sister.  

He drove me home that night. The car problem had turned out to be a faulty petrol gauge. 

‘Thanks for a lovely evening,’ I said as we drew up outside my small cottage. 

He turned off the ignition and we sat listening to the clunking of the cooling engine, before I 

said, ‘I hope we can do this again.’ 

‘I’ve no doubt we’re going to be seeing a lot of one another. Starting tomorrow evening with 

dinner. You free?’ 

‘You bet.’ 
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Maggie O'Flynn and her daughter, Rose, were having their usual Friday cappuccinos. 

"So what's this exciting news, Mum? Going back to medical school?" 

"No. Too late for that." 

"You've met someone?" 

"You know my rules about men. No. I'm going into business." 

"Business? What kind?" 

Maggie took a flyer out of her bag and handed it to Rose. "I did a mail drop on Tuesday 

and I've already got customers lined up for tomorrow." 

"Ironing. Mum, are you serious?"  

"Yes. I like ironing. Goodness knows I've had enough practice." 

"Are you Hard Pressed to get that ironing done?"    Rose smiled. " Hard Pressed”. I like it.   

“Let me do it for you. Same day service. Competitive rates. Ring Maggie at Hard Pressed Ironing      

Service today.” 

"What do you think?" 

"I think we should toast your venture,"  Rose said. "To the best Mum and her trusty Sunbeam!" 

Maggie and Rose clinked cups and drained the last of their coffee. "Better dash, Mum. I 

have a Marketing essay due." 

"And I have an invoice book to buy." 

*** 

Hard Pressed 

Susan Frame 
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 Later that day Maggie thought about Rose, Kate and Abbie - all making their way in the 

world now, not needing her anymore. Not needing her, that is, until motherly advice is required 

regarding relationships. 

  Relationship advice? That's ironic. Who am I to dish out relationship advice? Her 

thoughts turned to Hadley and what he walked away from. Three daughters and a wife who left 

medical school to work so he could study and build up lucrative law practices. A wife who had to 

look immaculate and cook like Julia Child for important clients. 

 Karin was welcome to him. 

Stop dwelling in the past. You're not the first woman to be told you'd reached your use by 

date - and you won't be the last.  

But whatever way she looked at it, it hurt. Maggie felt as though her heart had been ripped 

out, trampled on and torn to shreds. 

*** 

  "Good morning," Maggie said, opening the door to her first client the next morning. "Ella 

Stanley?" 

"Yes," said Ella, an overflowing washing basket balanced on her hip."And am I glad to 

have found you. My cleaning lady's just resigned and I -" Ella's mobile trilled. "Yes, I know I'm 

late. I'm on my way. Be there in five."  

Maggie remembered those busy days and sympathised. "This will be ready later this after-

noon," she said and relieved Ella of the basket. "See you then." 

Maggie felt excited as she put up the board and tackled the Stanleys' ironing. She sang 

along to Helen Reddy's 'I am Woman'  – her rendition so exuberant she almost missed hearing her 

next customer arrive. 

By four o'clock, five loads of washing had been ironed, hung on hangers and placed in plas-

tic covers. The invoices were in envelopes, accompanied by a chocolate – her friend Mandy's idea. 

"Sweeten the account," she'd said. Maggie worked out that after tax she'd just made about $100. 

Not bad for a day's work. Although there was still some youngish-sounding 'Steve' to deliver his 

shirts – that's if he ever bothered to turn up.  

*** 

Maggie was cooking when the door bell rang that evening. "If you think you're getting 

same-day service today, Steve, you're very much mistaken," Maggie muttered. She cleaned herself 

up and walked down the hall, ready to tell this rude so-and-so what she thought of his manners. "I 

may just be 'the ironing lady', Steve," she grumbled, "but no man treats me shabbily. Been there, 

done that." 

Maggie opened the door in time to see a black sports car drive off. Three bags of laundry 

lay at her feet. "Hmmph. What a cheek!" She picked up the bags and walked back to the living 

room, tossing the bags by the ironing board. "You can wait." 

 At eight o'clock, unable to look at Steve's pile of shirts a minute longer, Maggie got to 

work. The Italian shirts were a pleasure to iron, the fabric soft and sensual to touch. She wasn't go-

ing to replace the missing button on the last shirt but her mother's words, 'if a job's worth doing', 

echoed in her head. "And I bet you don't even notice my handiwork, 'Mr Black Sports Car'" she 

said, as she hung the shirts in the hall. 

*** 
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   The late spring sun brought Maggie out to her garden the next morning. She was trying 

to uproot an old lavender plant when she heard the front gate opening. The rude Steve looking for 

his shirts, no doubt. 

"Maggie? Steve Parker. I was hoping I'd find you at home." 

Maggie hoped her shock wasn't obvious. Steve's voice belied his years. He was early fifties 

at least, well dressed in what had to be yet another Italian shirt and smart, black Hugo Boss jeans. 

His salt and pepper hair was expertly cut and his green eyes sparkled. He smiled and extended his 

hand. 

Maggie never wore gloves in the garden and without thinking took Steve's hand in hers. 

Through the dirt his skin felt just like his shirts, soft and sensual. Her heart skipped. Warm embers 

heated the pit of her stomach, then tentacles of desire spread through her like wild fire. "Oh, I'm 

sorry..." she said. "Look what I've done. You're filthy!" 

Steve laughed. "No worries. Maggie, I need to explain about yesterday. You must have 

thought me rude just dropping the bags and driving off." 

Maggie was having difficulty concentrating. His warm velvety voice was sending shivers 

down her spine. 

 "My pager went off just as I arrived. I had to get back to the hospital. We've been short 

staffed lately and I -" 

"You're a doctor?" 

"Yes. A paediatrician." 

Without thinking, Maggie said, "Ah, that's what I wanted to -" What am I saying? I've nev-

er spoken of my dream to be a paediatrician to anyone. 

"What? You wanted to be a paediatrician?" 

"Yes, a long time ago, but -" 

"But?" 

"Long story. One I'm sure you don't want to be bored with on such a lovely day. Excuse 

me, Steve," Maggie said, glad for an excuse to turn her flushed face away. "I'll just pop inside and 

get your shirts." 

 Maggie returned to find that Steve had successfully pulled the lavender out. "No offence, 

but that was probably a job for your husband." 

"I have no...er, here we are...shirts and invoice." 

Steve threw Maggie a tender look then eyed up the envelope. "That's one very large ac-

count!" 

Maggie laughed out loud. "You know what they say about a spoonful of sugar, Doctor." 

"I'm intrigued." Steve opened his invoice, found his chocolate bar and devoured it on the 

spot. "You're clever, Maggie. That's smart business practice!" 

Clever? Maggie couldn't remember any man telling her she was clever.  

 Maggie noticed a bit of melted chocolate on Steve's lower lip. She was filled with an over-

whelming desire to kiss it off. What on earth's wrong with you, Maggie O'Flynn. Y ou're acting 

like a schoolgirl. Get a grip!  

  "I must say you're the answer to this bachelor's prayers. Same time next week, then?" said 

Steve, opening the gate to leave. "I promise to get here before dark!" 
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Easy on the eye, sense of humour and single. Maggie reprimanded herself firmly. Remem-

ber the rules. No dating, no trusting. You know the drill. 

*** 

 Hard Pressed grew quickly, thanks to Steve who raved to his colleagues about Maggie's 

ironing and sewing skills. In no time at all she had plenty of clients to keep her busy during the 

week.  

Maggie used to hate the weekends but the last few Saturdays had been a different story. 

She'd wake full of anticipation at the prospect of seeing Steve. He was charming, easy to talk to, 

complimentary. Best of all, he made her laugh. Maggie may have been out of the swing of things 

for a while but she knew when she was being flirted with. But why, she wondered, was someone 

as lovely as Steve unattached? 

 This morning she took time choosing what to wear. She applied some make-up, sprayed 

her wrists with perfume and tweaked the fringe of her recently styled hair. 

  Maggie opened the door at ten o'clock expecting to see Steve. "You must be Maggie, the 

attractive woman said. "I'm Adele Parker. Steve asked me to drop these off for him."  

The woman kept talking but Maggie didn't hear a word. She was in shock. He said he was 

a bachelor?  

"He does too much overtime. That hospital will be the death of him, Maggie," the woman 

went on. "Anyway, he'll be here at four to pick up his shirts." 

The joyful feeling Maggie had had all morning, vanished. She couldn't believe how foolish 

she'd been. Come on now, are you really surprised? You were married to a rogue for long enough 

and you've just met another. Deal with it. 

   She picked up one of Steve's shirts. A slim embossed envelope poked out of the pocket. 

Maggie ripped it open and found a note.  

Dear Maggie, it read. This is a long shot but I was wondering if you would like to go out 

for coffee with me next Friday night? I would ask you in person but I'm quite shy. Regards, Ste-

ve. 

Unbelievable! Long shot? You're right on the money, there. And shy? Ha! You, Steve Par-

ker, are going to see a different side of me this afternoon. 

*** 

 Steve arrived at four on the dot. "Hi Maggie," he said brightly. "Hey, great hair-do." 

"Don't you 'great hair-do' me, Steve." 

"What?" 

"How dare you!" 

"How dare I what?"  

"Tell me you're single and then write a note asking me out. Do you always keep a bit on 

the side - just in case you get sick of your wife." 

"What note? Wife? What are you talking about?" 

"This," Maggie said, slamming the note into his chest - the chest she'd dreamed of resting 

her head on one day. 

Steve read the note. "I don't believe it!" he laughed. "Adele's written that! She's such a 
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meddler. That woman just can't help herself. I wondered why she wanted to drop my shirts off for 

me this morning." 

Maggie was confused. "What are you talking about? Adele? She's not -?" 

"- my wife? No. She's my sister. My sister who's tired of hearing me talk about this won-

derful woman I've met and am too nervous to ask out. I've been a widower for so many years, 

now. I've forgotten how to play the dating game." 

"Oh, Steve. I'm so embarrassed. I don't know what to say?" 

Steve placed his hands gently on Maggie's shoulders. "Say you'll come out for dinner with 

me next Friday?" 

Maggie's pulse quickened. "You really want to date your laundry lady?" 

Steve smiled at Maggie lovingly. "I'd be hard pressed to find anyone better!" 
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“Oh, God! How much farther?” I asked.  My breath wheezed in and out of my lungs like a beginner 

playing the accordion.  I had a stitch in my side and sweat had begun to trickle down my face and 

throat, gathering in my cleavage. My bra felt like a swamp. 

“Are you kidding?  We’ve only been going five minutes!  I can’t believe how out of shape you are!  

Move that fat butt!”  

Bex flicked her high chestnut pony-tail and upped her speed, neon Nikes flashing at the end of long, 

tanned legs. She turned the corner, and I was left labouring down the road alone. I liked Bex.  We’d 

been friends for years, but that didn’t stop her being a bitch from Hell every once in a while. 

Somehow, I made it to the waterfront.  Everything hurt. My grotty old grey sweatpants were living up 

to their name, and the top I’d thought would be great had crept up from my hips and sat in a roll of 

sweat-soaked cotton around my waist. I had dropped into a grim run-walk-run cadence.  Bloody Bex!  

Not getting away with a taunt like that! 

It was still early, the sunrise sparkling on the waters of the Waitemata.  The runners, their trim bodies 

in expensive scraps of Lycra, strutted their stuff in the lovely dawn light.  Their faces seemed preoccu-

pied, as though listening to music I couldn’t hear.  They were all ethnicities — European, Asian, 

Pacifica — and they were beautiful.  Huffing like an asthmatic pug dog, I tried to pretend I was one of 

them. 

A Run of Good Luck 

Moya Bawden 
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As I rounded the bend coming out of Mission Bay, I saw him and dropped to a walk.  He was gor-

geous!  Short, dark, wavy hair framed a high forehead, laughing brown eyes and cheekbones you 

could carve wood with. The air around him seemed to snap with electricity as he traded insults 

with his mates who then sped past me, leaving him alone, as Bex had done to me. 

He glanced at his watch then got ready to go, checking his watch again as I walked toward him. 

Ah!  He gave them a head start!  I glanced over my shoulder at his mates, who were already dis-

appearing from view. When I turned back, he was right there in front of me, going flat-out, head 

down, arms pumping.  I tried to side-step, but it was too late. He cannoned into me and we went 

down fast and hard, my head smacking against the basalt sea wall. 

*** 

When I came to, one of his hands was gently cupping my cheek while the other smoothed my hair. 

His lips were less than a foot from my mouth, the bottom one remarkably full over perfect teeth. I 

wanted to just watch forever, or maybe reach up and kiss that lush, gorgeous mouth.  

“You ran right in to me. Are you okay?” 

Tearing my gaze from his mouth, I looked up at his eyes and my heart rate soared.  So close, they 

shone brown with flecks of gold. He had indecently long eyelashes and those winged eyebrows 

that make a man look wicked. There was a single furrow between them, off to the left.  

“What do you mean, I ran in to you!  You mowed me down!  You weren’t even watching where 

you were going!”  I snarled as I tried to stop noticing him. 

“Great to see you conscious!” He withdrew his hands, to my huge disappointment. “Does anything 

hurt?” 

“Um, my head’s pretty sore.” 

“Sit up and let me see,” he ordered. 

But I couldn’t.  It made me dizzy and cold, and I nearly up-chucked. Groaning and mortified, I 

subsided. 

“Not good,” I ground out between clenched teeth. “Dizzy, nauseous.” Closing my eyes, I tried to 

get a grip. 

“Okay.” He sounded calm and in control. 

I just needed a little sleep. Mr Alpha Male could run things for a while. 

“What’s your name?” he asked, from what felt like a long way away. 

“Cassie – Cassandra.” So sleepy now. 

“Cassie, I’m Rob. You have to stay awake until the ambulance comes, honey.” 

“Don’t call me honey! Wait, ambulance?  Are you hurt?” I forced open my eyes, each feeling as 

heavy as a Christmas ham. Those tiger eyes were close again.  There was a crowd around us.  I 

didn’t care. 

“No, Cassie. You broke my fall and hit your head, remember?” 

“Not really. Rob?” 

“Yes?” 

“I’m cold.” Suddenly freezing. 

 “Blanket,” Rob called to the crowd. “Someone get me a blanket, please.  She’s going into shock.” 

Icy shivers rolled down my spine, the headache intensified. 

“Cassie, I know you’re cold.  While we’re waiting for that blanket, would it help if I put my arms 
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around you?  I know you don’t want to move much.  Would that be okay?”  He sounded anxious.  

I giggled, which hurt my head, so I stopped.  Dragging my eyes open again, I looked at him, shoul-

ders glistening as they bracketed his black muscle shirt. “What woman would say no?” 

I saw his mouth drop open in surprise. Crap. Must’ve said that out loud. 

“Please?” I added, my eyes shut again. So cold! 

He bum-slid across the asphalt to put his back against the sea wall, then I found my head against 

his chest, his legs either side of me.  I was still light-headed, sleepy and cold, though the heat from 

his body rose through my back like a furnace. I should’ve been embarrassed as all hell to be held 

like that by a stranger, but he felt like home to me. 

“Cassie!” His voice sounded in my ear, and the rumble from his chest vibrated through my back. 

“Mm?” 

“Cassie, you’re bleeding!  You’ve got to stay awake!  Where’s that bloody ambulance!” 

“Will you come with me?” Why did I say that? 

“Where to, honey?”  

“Not honey! In the ambulance.  I’ve never been to hospital before.” 

He was quiet for so long, it seemed he wouldn’t answer, but then he said, “Half your luck. . . But 

yes, I’ll come with you.” 

“Thank you, Rob.”  

*** 

Loud voices. An argument. I’m warm and comfy. In a bed? In a room? Wish they’d go away. 

 

“You aren’t her friend. You’re the one responsible for all this, so just get lost!” 

“I told you, she asked me to stay with her. I promised her I would, so I’m staying!” 

“Uh, Bex?” So hard to open my eyes.  Two dark figures, one seated, one standing with hands on 

hips. That would be Bex. 

“Could you maybe turn the volume down a bit?” I asked. 

“Cassie! I’m just trying to get this ass out of here so you can have some privacy.” 

“I’ll go if you want me to, Cassie,” rumbled a low voice which tugged at the pit of my stomach as 

if attached with silk.  The seated figure resolved into the delicious man I’d been eyeing up on the 

run.  His lovely mouth was thinned and he looked tense.  What was his name?  

“Rob,” I murmured, and was rewarded with a smile that reached all the way to his eyes. 

“You remembered,” he said, moving closer to the bed. 

“Yes, very good, and now you’ve got to go.  Can’t you see she’s not up for visitors?” Bex stood 

feet apart, fists on hips.  Too much aggro. I closed my eyes. 

“Rob, will you stay?” 

“I will if you want me to.” His voice was a low thrum, making me feel warm and safe. 

“Cassie! You’re so stupid. He’s a stranger!” shouted Bex. 

“Please go away, Bex. You’re too loud,” I told her. 

Maybe that didn’t come out right. Bex hissed, grabbed her bag and stamped out, stiff and mute, for 

a mercy, slamming the door.  

Rob let out a chuckle. “You’re going to pay for that when you’re better.” 

“Yeah, I know.” 

*** 



35 

Waking in a strange room with the low light a golden glow, I had a dry mouth, a nasty headache 

and an unknown man sitting next to the bed, sound asleep and holding my hand.  I tried to sit up, 

but it made me dizzy and I must’ve gasped aloud.  The noise woke him, and he looked at me with 

gorgeous brown eyes flecked with gold. 

“Cassie?” 

“Who the hell are you, where am I and what happened to my head?” I put my hand up to my head 

and found bandages. 

“I’m Rob.  You’re in hospital because we had an accident.  Don’t you remember?” He looked ex-

hausted and anxious, and the pressure of his hand gripping mine increased.  He was pale under his 

tan, his winged eyebrows drawn together. 

“How long have I been here?” 

“This is the second day.”  I looked at him again. Flashes were coming back.  Same black muscle 

shirt, same wonderful man, but the sparkle dimmed. 

“Have you been with me this whole time?” 

“You asked me to.”  

“Oh, that’s terrible, I’m so sorry!  I had no idea you would feel honour-bound to stay!” 

He shrugged, seeming a little happier. “I would’ve left if your family had come to look after you, 

but it was only your friend and she was . . . bossy.” 

“Yeah, I’m a bit light on family,” I explained, pushing down the familiar flash of pain. “Even so, I 

can’t believe you put your life on hold for me!” 

His mouth turned down at the corners. “Not many people ask for my help now. It was my pleasure 

to give it.  I’m so glad to see you coming right.” He flashed his heart-stopping smile. 

“Rob?” 

“Yes?” 

“Will you come back when you’ve had a decent sleep and some food?” 

He frowned, looking down. The silence stretched out, and a part of me shrivelled with embarrass-

ment. 

 He was still holding my hand.  I wrenched it from his grip, setting off a monster headache.  He 

scooted away from the bed. 

“Cassie?” 

“Sorry, drugs talking.  Shouldn’t have asked.” I suddenly felt colder, smaller. 

“Cassie!” His deep voice commanded my attention. He rolled his wheelchair closer to the bed and 

leaned in to look me in the eye. “I’ll be in this chair forever. You still want me?” 

“Hell yes!”  

His eyes widened and his mouth followed suit.  He looked so funny I laughed out loud. “You’re a 

kind, gorgeous, sexy man. Get over here and give me the kiss I’ve been dying for.”   

He gave me that heart-rending smile, pulled himself up onto the hospital bed and gave me the 

lightest of butterfly kisses. 

“Are you sure, Cassie?” he asked, drawing back a little. I slid my hands up his lovely, muscular 

chest and into his short, wavy hair, feeling the elegant lines of his skull beneath my fingers.  I 

pulled him to me. 

“Yes,” I whispered, while I could still manage to say anything. “Oh, yes.” 
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Coming Home 

Nicole Bishop 

Amy Evans halted the car and stared at her parents' three bedroom house. With paint peeling 

and mould growing on the concrete wall the place seemed shabby, full of sad, hopeless memories. 

Her stomach clenched as she remembered being criticised and belittled, especially after her father 

died. She thought she'd escaped her past. She hadn't. 

For a moment she lay her forehead on the steering wheel. And here she was back again. 

No job, no career. No money. 

Don't give up. 

She looked at the house in despair. She'd never planned to return home. At least not until she 

could arrive in style, with the successful shine of wealth as her armour. She'd dreamed of surprising 

her mother with money, enough to stop working long hours.  

Not like this.  

She dragged her suitcases out of the boot as the front door opened. Her mother stood in the 

doorway, her worried face framed by short iron-grey hair, her back more stooped than Amy re-

membered.  

Some things changed. 

Amy tried to smile. “Hi Mum.” 

“Welcome home,” her mother replied. 

Kind words but this place hadn't been her home for years. 

“Thank you. This is only temporary,” Amy warned as she struggled to get her heavy bags up 

the front stairs. “Don't get used to it. As soon as I get a job I'll find a place and I'll be out of your 

hair.”  
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“I like having you home.” Her mother caught her off guard when her hand pressed on 

Amy's. Amy stopped to give her a quick hug. She'd forgotten the love that came with the criticism. 

Some things stayed the same. 

 

“No money then?” Asked her mother over cottage pie that night. “I thought Photography by 

the Sea was successful.”  

“It was.” Amy put down her fork as her appetite disappeared. “Mark,” saying her ex-

partner's name made pain twist in her belly, “is going to buy me out of the business and our apart-

ment. He has to raise the money.” She shook her head. “I couldn't stay in Tauranga. We go to the 

same places.” 

“Couldn't you try again with Mark? You had so much in common.” 

“He has a new girlfriend,” Amy blurted. 

That silenced her mother.  

The fatigue and bitterness of losing everything made Amy want to sink to the ground.  

Her mother pressed her lips together. Amy translated that look without effort. How did you 

get in such a mess? 

Before her mother could speak, Amy left the table and walked upstairs into her old room 

with its baby blue walls with borders of faded rose buds. The bed still sagged. It disorientated her, 

like she was a teenager again.  

She threw off her clothes and crawled into bed. For the first time in years she didn't have to 

be up, motivated and working on a schedule.  

 

For the next week she woke only to eat and shuffle around the house in her slippers and py-

jamas, lacking the motivation to look for a job. She knew she should but felt drained, like she was 

swimming in mud. 

Her mother worked full time as a florist. Amy cooked dinner every night and washed the 

dishes then escaped back to her room, watching movies on her Tablet. Her cameras were left in 

their bag. She couldn't bear to look at them. 

 

“My part-timer left today, a week before Valentine's Day.” Her Mum said as they ate spa-

ghetti. “It's going to be hell.” 

The thought of working with her mother, like she used to while studying at school and Uni-

versity, made Amy want to crawl into bed. Ugh. But she didn't like seeing the lines of weariness 

that pulled at her mother's face. 

“I could help.” Amy spoke before she'd thought. But it felt right. “I used to help when you 

owned The Pretty Posy.” 

“I remember. All right.” 

 

Dressed in pretty but sturdy trousers and top, her makeup and hair tided, Amy immersed her-

self in flowers at Focus on Blooms. She was surprised by how much she enjoyed the scent of flow-

ers, greenery and buckets of water. The skills were still there. Amy took orders over the phone, 

made up simple bouquets and served customers. 
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She stood at the counter wrapping roses and peonies in burlap and smiled automatically as 

the door alarm tinkled. A man in his late twenties entered, about her age, slim and tall in jeans and 

a blue tee shirt. She recognised him. Benjamin Cruse. He was cool, she was not. Their desks were 

side by side in English in their final year at school.    

His polite smile extended into a grin of recognition. “Amy Evans.” 

“Benjamin.” She fought the flush that extended up her neck in surprise. He still looked good. 

Short brown blond hair and a smile that lit his face.    

She kept her tone professional. “How can I help?” 

“I need three dozen roses to this address.” He wrote a name and address on a piece of paper 

and handed it to her. “Mixed colours please. A dozen each day for the three days leading up to 

Valentines.” 

Amy's eyebrows rose. “That's a generous gift.” 

His gaze softened. “She's worth it.” 

Amy envied the recipient of his gift. Mark had only sent her flowers after they argued. Hard-

ly romantic. “I'll arrange it.” 

He paid, turned to leave then hesitated. “I'm having lunch at the cafe across the road. Did 

you want to join me? We could catch up.”  

Amy frowned, confused, and picked up his note. “Helen Cruse. Your wife?”  

A dimple creased his cheek as he grinned. “My mother. Dad used to give her dozens of flow-

ers around Valentine's Day. I'm carrying on the tradition.” 

“Oh.” Amy's heart lightened. “Great. Just a minute.” 

She opened door to the back room. “Okay if  I take a lunch break?” 

“Sure.” Her mother stepped away from the sunflower arrangement on the scarred table and 

walked into the shop. Amy saw her slight smile as she opened the fridge of flowers. “Have fun.” 

 

Almost midday the large cafe wasn't yet crowded. They found a small rickety table by a 

french window. 

Amy stirred her coffee. “So what have you been doing since school?” 

“I'm a builder. I renovate houses and sell them. You're a florist?” 

“Portrait photographer, or I was,” she corrected.  

“What happened?” 

Her coffee burned as she took a sip. She grimaced. “My partner and I ran a photography stu-

dio in Tauranga. It was going well.” She paused wondering how much to confide. The interest on 

Ben's face encouraged her. “Until he left me the day before Christmas Eve. I found out later he 

drove straight to his new girlfriend's house.” 

“Ouch.” 

“Yes. Some of our mutual friends knew of Mark's other girlfriend. They didn't tell me. I 

couldn't stay.” She pressed her hand on the table. “Until he can buy me out of the business and our 

apartment, I'm broke.” 

“What about starting a photography business here?” 
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“I can't make myself pick up my camera. You restore houses. I used to take photos of people 

who'd been ill for a charity. I'd restore people's image of themselves, in a small way. I loved the 

work. Now it's gone.” 

“So you're working as a florist.”  

“My mother owns the shop.” 

“Are you going to stay there?” 

She broke off a piece of peach muffin. “I have no idea. And that's scary.”  

“Life's unpredictable but that's what makes it interesting.” His hazel eyes crinkled at the cor-

ners. “I'd like to see you again.” 

She hesitated. But she was free and he appealed to her. Her shoulders relaxed. “Sounds 

good. I have to ask. You don't have a girlfriend? You're not married?” 

“Nope.” 

“And you clearly love your mother.” 

At his look of puzzlement she prompted, “the roses.” 

“Dad died five years ago. It was a rough time. She's better now.”  

They had more in common than she realised. “My Dad died when I was twelve.” 

“I'm sorry.”  

He studied her. “Do you want to see a movie? Tomorrow?”  

“Sure.” It was time to get out of the house. “It'll get crazy next week with Valentine's Day 

but tomorrow's okay.” 

 

She returned to the shop, happier. Something new, something different. And she was getting 

on with her mother better than she expected. 

“You'll need to clean up before you go on a date. I think you should get a haircut.”  

And there's the criticism. Amy sighed to herself. “Don't criticise Mum.”  

“I just think you could tidy up a bit.” 

Amy looked down at her apron. She could feel wisps of her long wavy hair had come out of 

her french braid. “That's up to me.” 

Her mother opened her mouth and Amy interrupted. She could feel the old temper rising and 

controlled her tone. “Don't push.” 

 

In the hectic two days leading up to Valentine's Day, Amy served customers all day while 

her mother made bouquet after bouquet. Seeing her mother work amongst a small mountain of 

flowers in the back room, Amy's hands itched to photograph the scene.  At lunch, she drove the 

family car home to pick up one of her digital cameras.  

Just to take photos for the shop's website she told herself. All afternoon in between orders 

and delivery people she took on-the-spot photos and felt a blossoming inside, a releasing of bitter-

ness and tension. This was what she was born to do. This was her home. 

 

At night, with fingers and hands aching from many hours working with bouquets and heavy 

buckets, she scrolled through her photos on her computer. Altering their composition, changing 

photos to black and white, playing. 
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She showed the photos to her mother. “With your permission, I'd like to update the Focus on 

Blooms website.” 

Her mother sighed in relief. “I've been wanting to do that for ages but I'm not sure how. I'm 

glad you're staying with me, honey. You've been such a help, I couldn't have coped this week 

without you.” 

As her mother smiled at her, Amy realised their relationship had changed from mother and 

daughter, to colleagues, maybe even friends. “I'm glad I'm here.” Amy realised it was true. “I love 

you Mum.” 

“I love you too.” 

“Thanks.” Warmth unfurled inside Amy. After the devastation of Mark's betrayal, life had 

seemed grey and painful. Now, with a second movie date with Ben to look forward to, a man she 

couldn't stop thinking about, and her daytime florist job, she had a chance of a new life. Different 

than she'd planned but still good, and alive with promise. 
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His life was ruined.  

Only a month ago the doctor at the mines had refused his job application. He said Henry’s 

chest was too weak to stand being assaulted by the fine coal dust in the underground tunnels. Hen-

ry didn’t feel too badly about that rejection - he wasn’t sure that he wanted to work underground 

all day. He’d only applied because his brothers were both miners and were laughing at him for not 

having a well-paid, reserved occupation like theirs.  

What he really wanted was to help win the war. He had received his call up papers and he 

knew that the military needed every man they could get. But then yesterday the Army Selection 

Board had rejected him on medical grounds. His chest had failed him yet again! 

All his friends were either already in the forces or waiting for their call up to go and do 

their bit. He would be a laughing stock, or worse, pitied and smothered in sympathy. 

So as he walked to work he felt his life was pointless. A flash caught his eye. He looked up 

and saw her cycle past, golden hair flying in the breeze. He saw her every day - he dreamed of her 

every night. 

 She wouldn’t look twice at him now.  

“Well, young Henry,’ his boss said as he walked into the shop, ‘looks like we’ve got you 

for the duration so I’ve been having a little think.  We need to get you off that old push-bike and 

onto four wheels. Reckon you could handle that van of mine?” 

Accidental Romance 

Dorothy Fletcher 
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Henry was too shocked to speak – driving – it’s what he’d wanted to do in the forces. 

 “You ever driven a van?” 

“Never had chance to drive anything.” 

“Then today’s your lucky day, lad. Of course, petrol being so hard to come by you’ll only 

be able to use the van when you’re doing special jobs for me, if you know what I mean.” Mr Freer 

winked and tapped the side of his nose. 

Henry knew about the butcher’s black market deals so he winked back. 

“I knew you was a good choice, me lad,” Mr. Freer laughed, “and it just so happens that 

this afternoon I need a load of meat taken to the manor round the back of Aggie Polpott’s Woods. 

You know the one I mean?” Henry nodded. “That will give you a good chance to learn to drive, all 

them quiet country lanes is just right for learning. So get your round done and then come back and 

collect the van. But remember, not a word to anyone about this delivery, you’re just learning to 

drive the van, right?” 

Henry went off on his bike loaded with meat parcels, too excited to notice how heavy his 

load was. In a short time he would be driving the van, looking like Lord Muck. 

Suddenly Henry’s world turned upside down. There were meat parcels scattered in all di-

rections and he was lying on the ground with bits of butcher’s bike sticking into sensitive places. 

The worst thing though, was the noise! Someone was making a very high pitched wail, ra-

ther like a stuck pig, and they were doing it right in his ear. 

“You brute! You great, careless, galumphing brute! Why don’t you look where you’re go-

ing! Look what you’ve done to my nylons!” 

Henry looked at the proffered leg and he was suddenly having one of the attacks that the 

doctors had warned about. He couldn’t breathe. He felt as if a band was tightening around his 

chest. His heart was thumping and he was sweating profusely.  

He was also having trouble taking his eyes off the leg, his gaze naturally wandering up the 

ladder in the nylons. He had never seen anything so wonderful. 

“Get your ogling eyes off my legs! Now, be a gentleman if you can and help a lady up. 

What am I going to do now? I can’t go to the tea dance looking like this. I was keeping this pair of 

nylons ’specially for today and now they’re ruined.” 

It was the girl of his dreams. “I could buy you a new pair,” Henry offered as he helped her 

regain her feet. He found himself holding on to her arm much longer than was necessary. He ex-

pected her to pull away with another tirade of abuse but instead she looked him up and down. For 

just a second the look in her eye seemed to say that she liked what she saw. Then she shook her-

self, pulled her arm away and laid into him again. 

“Where have you been recently? You can’t buy nylons for love nor money, even if you do 

have the coupons, which I don’t. I got this pair from a kind American soldier so that I could go to 

the dance at the American army base this afternoon. Now what am I going to do? I’ll have to go 

back home after work and paint my legs so I look like I’m wearing stockings. But then I won’t get 

to the bus in time so I’ll miss the dance and it’ll be all your fault!” 

Henry knew he had to help her. “I could take you in the van. I’ve got to go out on a deliv-

ery near there so I could drop you off. Where do you live and what time will you be ready?” 
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The girl looked pleasantly surprised then embarrassed. “I can’t meet you at home. Dad’ll 

kill me if he thinks I’m going to a dance in a van with a young man. I tell you what; meet me out-

side the Odeon at half past two.”   

Henry agreed. He was just picking up his bike and retrieving the scattered orders when he 

called after her, “My name’s Henry. What’s yours?” 

She looked over her shoulder and flashed a smile that started Henry’s breathing problems 

again. “Mary,” she called. 

Somehow he managed to deliver all the orders and collect all the coupons and money. He 

got back in time to have his one and only driving lesson. 

“Right, pay attention,” Mr. Freer barked, as he got into the driver’s seat. Henry jumped into 

the passenger’s side and tried to take everything in. “Accelerator, brake, clutch. Here’s the gear 

stick, first, second, and third, change gear like this. Start up like so and remember to put the clutch 

down when you brake otherwise you’ll jump all over the place. Right?” 

Henry nodded, even though he was totally confused. 

“Okay. You know where you’re going. There’s no coupons for this lot and be careful with 

the cans he gives you in return. Keep them covered up on the return journey. And lad - try not to 

hit anything.” 

By the time Henry got to the agreed meeting place he was starting to get the hang of chang-

ing gear without too many crunching noises, jumps or bumps, which was just as well because 

Mary watched him arrive. 

She got into the van, carefully sliding into the seat. Unfortunately Henry was so agitated at 

sitting next to her that he couldn’t move off smoothly, making the van jerk and jump. He looked at 

Mary and her face told him he was not making the good impression he desperately wanted to 

achieve. 

As the journey progressed he became more at ease with driving. He even tried speeding up 

slightly. He also managed to get Mary chatting and they gradually discovered lots of important lit-

tle details about each other. Henry really felt they were getting along fine. 

They soon passed a side entrance to the American base. As they rounded a sharp bend Hen-

ry almost slammed into a large troop carrier. Before he could recover from that there was a loud 

rumbling coming from behind. He looked round and saw a very large tank transporter bearing 

down on them. He did the only sensible thing; he panicked. The van took on a life of its own, 

jumping and jerking along the road, throwing Mary in all directions, until they shuddered to a halt 

in the middle of the convoy of American army vehicles. 

The engine had stalled. Henry was desperate to get it going again but each time he tried it 

wouldn’t fire. He could feel his face getting red and he wished he were anywhere but here. 

Mary started to giggle as a beefy American soldier appeared at Henry’s side of the van. 

Henry wound down the window. 

“Howdie folks. You seem to be having a few problems. Can I be of service?” 

Henry was about to tell him to go away as he could sort it out himself when Mary butted in. 

“Oh, thank you for coming to help. I was so frightened when I saw all these huge tanks and 

things, I’m afraid I distracted this kind gentleman. He’s giving me a lift to the tea dance.” 
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“I’m sorry, but you’ve had a wasted trip. We’ve been called out on manoeuvres and the 

dance has been cancelled. Now, sir, we’re going to have to push you to the side of the road so that 

the rest of the vehicles can get through.” 

The soldier bent down and whispered to Henry,” I think you’ll find you’ve flooded the en-

gine. If you just wait awhile it should start again. Okay? I’m sure you’ll find something interesting 

to do to pass the time,” and he winked and laughed. 

More burly soldiers appeared and the van was quickly pushed to the side of the road.  

Henry and Mary sat in silence watching the rest of the convoy lumber past. When the last 

of the vehicles had disappeared Henry turned to Mary, “I’m sorry that you didn’t get to your 

dance.” 

Mary smiled. “I’m not,” and she leant over and kissed him on the lips. 

Henry could feel himself going the colour of a beetroot again. ”What did you do that for?” 

he stammered. 

“I’ve wanted to do that every day when I see you walking to work.”  

“You fancied me?” he said. Then he remembered, “I’ve been rejected by the enlistment 

board.”  

“More fool them,” she said. 

She was too good to be true. Henry leant over and kissed her, trying to be as tender and 

passionate as he could. 

Just as Henry felt he was really getting the hang of it Mary started to giggle.  

He pulled back in embarrassment. “What did I do wrong?” 

“You did nothing wrong. In fact, it was wonderful. I was just thinking, I started the day 

dreaming of American soldiers and ended up with a dreamboat of a limey civilian. Life’s funny 

isn’t it. Now come here and do that again.” 

Henry was only too happy to oblige.  

Maybe his future wasn’t looking so bad after all.     
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As soon as I realise it’s my granddaughter sitting there, I know we’re in trouble. My mind 

lists the alternatives in neat bullet points, all of them feasible, all of them disturbing: 

A bomb planted in Heathrow’s Business Class Lounge.  

An aeroplane crash.  

Terrorists taking over the airport, like in one of the Die Hard movies. 

I check my mobile phone. No alerts. Odd. My employers should be onto whatever situa-

tion is brewing. Next, I try to catch my granddaughter’s eye, and fail so dismally, she must be do-

ing it on purpose. Her attention’s focused on an elderly – ahem – on a gentleman in the prime of 

his years. There’s something familiar in the tilt of his head, even though the silver hair is all 

wrong: it should be the brown of milk chocolate. The shoulders, still as straight as they were half a 

century ago, should be broader.  

Can’t be. But as soon as he looks up, I know it is. The blue of his eyes not faded with time, 

his gaze when it catches mine is as intense as ever. Matt. 

My throat closes around the sudden intake of breath. There’s a vacuum in my ears and a 

thudding in my chest. Matt, my best friend from the sandpit. Matt, navigating me through the vile 

labyrinth of geometry. Matt’s knee next to mine at the final school assembly. Throughout child-

hood and adolescence, we were so used to saying we were “just friends” and that we didn’t “like 

one another in that way”, I guess we just never stopped to regroup. 

Superheroes of Yesterday 

Yvonne Walus 
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Why didn’t we stay in touch, all those years ago? Different universities, different interests, 

different priorities. Perhaps a web of lies, spun by envious friends, would have been preferable to 

the insipid way in which our waterfall of camaraderie and closeness slowly turned into a drip-drip 

of birthday phone calls and Christmas cards, before drying out altogether. 

As soon as Matt left for London, I agreed to go out with his best friend. “Going out” soon 

turned into being a single teenage mum and studying for a criminology exam while nursing my 

son. That’s how I ended up a rather young grandma to Becky, who’s currently still talking to Matt, 

even though she must have noticed the direction of his stare. 

Time for action. Still no alerts on my phone. I get up and brush an imaginary speck of dust 

from the sleeve of my work-issue Ralph Lauren jacket. When I worked for the Secret Service, I’d 

buy my own clothes, and none of them designer. The private security company looking after the 

rich passengers in the Business Lounge, though, makes sure I blend right in. Nobody could possi-

bly deduce my profession from my attire. Nobody looking at the crinkles around my eyes and lips 

would ever guess that at the height of my career I prevented seven aeroplane hijacks, four major 

bombings, and one minor war. Nobody observing me now notices anything except a fellow travel-

ler past her sell-by date.  

“Good morning,” I say as I take the armchair opposite Matt. The leather sighs softly as it 

gives way to my weight, and I feel like sighing with it. After almost fifty years, and that’s all I 

have to say to him? 

 “I wish it was,” he replies. His voice is deeper than I remember, with unfamiliar grooves and 

cracks. A smile of recognition tries to break through and gives up. 

 The red rims around his eyes. The clench of the jaw muscles. Becky’s business iPad in her 

lap. I put it all together, turn to my granddaughter. My training takes over. “Salient points?” I ask. 

 “Thirty-year old male taken hostage on the flight from Johannesburg three hours ago. Trav-

elled with his father,” a nod towards Matt, “went to the bathroom, never came out. The perp is de-

manding ten million dollars.”    

 The way she said it makes my brain work faster. “Think it’s a cover story?” 

 Matt screws up his faces, massages the temples. “I told the negotiator to agree to the de-

mand.” 

 “And?” There’ll be time to feel surprise at Matt’s multi-millionaire status, but the time is not 

now. 

 Becky joins in. “That’s when it got interesting. The perp requested a red Lamborghini be 

driven onto the tarmac, the back seat filled with the cash so that he could see it as soon as he dis-

embarked the plane. Deadline,” she consults her watch, “forty minutes from now.” 

 A long-forgotten thrill rekindles in my brain, and it has nothing to do with Matt. Well, not 

nothing exactly, it’s his son’s life on the line, but I can’t afford to engage my emotions. I concen-

trate on the puzzle. “My experience of luxury cars is somewhat limited, but isn’t a Lamborghini a 

two-seater?” 

 Matt nods, though I can see his heart isn’t in the conversation. His knuckles are white. His 

throat moves as he swallows. “There was a four-seat model back in 2008, and a single-seater five 

years later.”  
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 “One would expect a kidnapper to have thought it through,” I’m keeping my voice steady 

and light. “To have visualised the car and the money. Spotted the logistics problem. Specified a 

car with a big enough back window, not to mention with a back seat. Or specified the 2008 model 

if he’s set on a Lamborghini.” 

 Becky doesn’t bother with a nod. “That’s how I reasoned, too.” 

 “So what does he want?” Matt asks. 

A quote comes to me, from a superhero movie I watched a few years ago. “Some men 

aren't looking for anything logical, like money. They can't be bought, bullied, reasoned, or negoti-

ated with. Some men just want to watch the world burn.” 

 “I don’t disagree with your assessment.” Matt rubs his temples again. His hair is just as thick 

as it was at school. “Still, I don’t want to take risks. Not a single risk. We’ll do it the way the man 

told us to do it. A red Lamborghini. Ten million on the back seat. And absolutely no police in-

volved. Or security. Not even you, Miss,” he addresses Becky. 

 Instantly, I understand three things. One, he loves his son so much it’s clouding his judge-

ment. Two, the reason there’s no general alert, is because nobody has dared to go against Matt’s 

wishes. Three, he doesn’t realise what I do for a living. 

 Becky doesn’t need to exchange meaningful glances with me to be on the same page. “I’ll 

organise a clear passage for the car. How are you going to get hold of a Lamborghini that’s the 

correct colour, plus all the cash?” 

 I let Matt do the explaining, partly to take his mind off the scenario that’s about to play out, 

and partly to gift myself the space to strategize. 

 “Here’s what we do,” I tell them. 

 Twenty five minutes later, we’re on the tarmac, next to a red Lamborghini. I’ve borrowed a 

walking stick and applied grey eyeshadow to my cheeks, achieving a sickly complexion. Matt 

doesn’t need makeup to look shaky and pale. Together, we mount the steps of the aeroplane. 

 The negotiator’s voice sounds in my earpiece. “A passenger’s left her pills on the plane,” she 

tells the hostage-taker over their cell phone connection. “She needs them urgently. A matter of life 

or death. Please come out. The car and cash are waiting for you.” 

 I’m halfway up the steps, with Matt right behind me. 

 “She’s not coming near until I’m out of the airport boundaries,” the perp replies. 

 “Of course not.” Calm and reassuring. The negotiator is good at her job. My Becky. I’ve 

taught her well. 

 Matt and I are now all the way up the steps and into the fuselage. We position ourselves out-

side the First Class toilets. 

 “We’re ready for you,” Becky tells the hostage-taker. “The passage is clear.” 

 The door flies open. The rest is a blur. The perp is surprised to see us, but to him, we’re just 

a couple of old fogeys. His reactions are slower than they could have been. I Taser him before his 

sharpened dinner knife makes a mark on Matt’s son.  

 Becky’s waiting outside the plane. One look and Matt’s son forgets his recent ordeal. 

 “You must allow me to buy you dinner,” he tells her. “To say thank you for saving my life.” 

 Forgetting that I was the one using the Taser. 
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Becky takes his arm. “I’m not interested in men,” she says kindly. “But please follow me 

for your medical check-up.” 

“And you?” Matt asks as they move away. 

“Neither am I,” I tell him. “Not interested in men, plural. You could twist my arm, though, 

to generate some curiosity about one particular man.” 

“Twist your arm? You mean, like this?” Oh. He really does twist my arm behind my back. 

It’s not painful at all, but even with all my training, I can’t break loose. Not that I care to, because 

the familiar angles of his body are pressing into my curves, and I can smell the lemony pine of his 

childhood shampoo. Memories burst through the dams I built over the years. Matt teaching me the 

map of the stars. Matt learning the steps of the waltz. Matt keeping me warm that time we got lost 

on the summer school camp. 

“You’re not the only one with a secret past,” he teases. 

“What did you used to be before you got super rich? Batman?” 

“Batman is super rich. Doesn’t stop him being Batman. No, I was a firefighter.” 

“A trouble shooter? Like, in the business world?” 

“No. Like a fireman. In a burning house.” 

Do not think about calendar photos of men in red trucks with no shirts on. Do not think…. 

No good. I’m thinking about Matt without his shirt on. Next to a red fire truck. Leaning on a red 

Lamborghini. Carrying a pretty redhead out of a flaming inferno. 

How did I ever fool myself into believing I didn’t like Matt “in that way”? 

 “A real hero, then,” I manage to articulate with my mouth that’s suddenly dry. “Beats a su-

perhero any day.” 

 He still hasn’t let go of me. “You weren’t too bad yourself.” His lips are right by my ear. 

“Your daughter told me a few details that would make Super Girl turn into The Hulk with envy.” 

 “Granddaughter,” I correct automatically. 

 Now he does release his grip, spins me around. “You really didn’t wait around when I left.” 

 I turn the colour of The Flash, or at least his costume. “More the fool, me.” 

 “No.” Matt lifts my chin with his thumb. “More the fool, me.” 

 My mouth is a finger’s width away from his. The world is standing still. I wonder what su-

perheroes do when they retire. And I have no doubt I’m about to find out. 

 

 

 

************ 


