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“COME ON SAM,” KELLY demands as she puts her chilled glass of bubbly on the table beside the armchair she has claimed.  It’s Samantha’s armchair in Samantha’s lounge but Kelly always makes a bee-line for it whenever the Friday night drinks are at Samantha’s place.  She rearranges the blue velvet cushions, having worked out just how they need to be positioned, the smaller one at the back for support and two on one side so she has room to tuck her bare feet up beside her.  “Tell us all about your date.”

“Well, I don’t know why we’re drinking bubbly,” Samantha replies despondently. Tucking an errant strand of long straight blonde hair behind her ear, she looks across at her two best friends from under her fringe.  “There is nothing to celebrate.”

“Surely, it can’t have been that bad, can it?” Sherrill sips her champagne and savours its sweetness.

Every other weekend when their children are with their respective fathers, the women, who have been friends since high school, catch up at one another’s houses for a wine and a good gossip session.  

“He certainly didn’t look like his profile picture.”  Samantha passes around a bowl of potato chips accompanied with a matching white but smaller bowl of onion dip she has had chilling in the fridge, hidden at the back so her children don’t find and greedily devour it.

“Thanks.”  Kelly grabs a couple of chips, lavishes each of them with a generous dollop of dip and attempts to swallow one whole before asking rhetorically.  “Do they ever?”

“Yeah, but his photo must have been taken 20 or 30 years ago.”  

“Eek.  How old was he?”

“Probably old enough to be my father.”  Samantha glances at the family portrait on the wall where her father stands proudly surrounded by his wife and family.  It’s only a five minute drive to her parent’s house in the adjacent suburb and Samantha sees a lot of them.  She’s close to her Dad, but doesn’t want a relationship with someone his age. 

“Age isn’t always bad. Remember men take a whole lot longer than us to mature. Just look at our own exes as prime examples.”  Sherrill, the eternal realist, tries to find something positive in the situation.

“Yeah, they still haven’t grown up.”

“And he could have been a sugar daddy.”

“I don’t need or want a sugar daddy.”  Hostess duties done for now, Samantha settles down with her glass of bubbles.  It’s great to finally relax.  After a long week of motherly duties, Samantha had rushed around putting toys away, discarded clothes in the wash and dirty dishes in the dishwasher.  A quick run over with the vacuum cleaner and one would hardly know that she has two children.

“Well, there are plenty of spunky older gentlemen who know how to treat a lady.”

“He certainly wasn’t spunky either.  Balding.  Paunch. Definitely past his prime.”  A shiver runs down Samantha’s spine as she pictures the man.  She knows her friends only have her best interests at heart but they didn’t have to spend nearly two hours in the man’s company.

“So, what did you do?  Where did you go?  How did you ditch him?”  Kelly demands the details, downing the last mouthful of her glass.

“We were supposed to be going to the movies but luckily for me, it was all sold out.”

Samantha removes the stopper from the bubbly bottle and refills hers and Kelly’s flutes.  Sherrill is, as usual, pacing herself and blocks the top of her glass with her hand.

“At least at the movies, it would have been dark and you wouldn’t have had to look at him.”  

“It would have been terrible if I’d had to sit in the dark with him.  He had wandering hands when were just having coffee.  Imagine what he would have done in the dark.”  Samantha shivers again at the thought of it.

“I wish men were still on tap like they were before we got married.”  Kelly reminisces about all the good looking high school ‘boys’ willing and able to explore their sexuality with three attractive girls.  They were always popular at school.  All had boys lining up to take them to the school dances.

“All the good ones got married and still are married,” adds Sherrill.  

The women all thought they had met ‘the one’ and progressively married, settling down to raise children, buy houses and commit to mortgage repayments.  But between them, seven children later, all three marriages, for varying reasons, have failed and the friends find themselves single and available again.

“I thought I had a good one and look where that got me – divorced, poor and miserable.”  As soon as Samantha hears her own words, she reflects and concedes that even though she hasn’t been able to return to her nursing career, she’s not poor.  She lives in a nice, mortgage-free house in a nice neighbourhood and the child support she receives from her ex-husband is plenty to meet her needs.  And she’s not miserable.  Samantha loves her children and gets immeasurable pleasure from helping them grow and develop.  Like every other mother she knows, she’d just like a bit more ‘me’ time.

“Oh, it’s not that bad.  You’ll find the man of your dreams eventually,” Sherrill tries to convince Samantha, “And until then, you’ve got us.”

“Gee, thanks!  I’m not sure the man of my dreams is a ‘good man’.  They are just an illusion.  I don’t want to fall in love like a gushing school girl only to have my heart broken again.  I just want to have some fun – grown up fun,” muses Samantha. “Doesn’t every girl need a ‘bad boy’ once in her life?”

“What do you mean by a ‘bad boy’?  Surely, we got rid of our husbands because they were bad.  Why on earth would you want to go through that again?”  

“A different sort of bad.  Not bad to me but one that lives by his own rules, doesn’t conform to society’s expectations and knows how to party.”  Samantha replaces the image in her head of her last date with that of a dark-haired man with a five-o’clock shadow, clad in fitting denim and a white singlet revealing tattooed and muscled shoulders.  She can almost hear the Harley Davidson motorcycle he arrives on to pick her up.  Her cheeks colour at the mere thought of wrapping her legs around him, her breasts pressed into his back and her arms hugging his body as they take off together on the bike.

“I hear there is a half-way house for criminals being rehabilitated into society just down the road, maybe we should visit there,” jokes Kelly.

“No way – I don’t want one that ‘bad’.  I don’t want to give my parents heart failure.”  Samantha’s parents liked Jeff, her first husband, and still do even though they can see his faults.  But he and Samantha grew apart.  Jeff worked offshore for most of their marriage while Samantha gave up her promising career in nursing to raise their children.  He made good money but was never around to spend time with Samantha and the children.  When he did come home he was always off playing with his mates and the big boy toys his income enabled him to buy.  Samantha’s dream of a happily-ever-after slowly eroded away.  She got so used to being a solo mother; it just became the natural progression.

“I don’t know how we are supposed to find a good or a bad one.”  Kelly has had her share of disaster dates as well.

“I’ve exhausted all the means of social media.  The dating sites I’ve tried haven’t been very good at matching me to anyone suitable.  The advertisements in the newspaper are only posted by the really old guys who want someone for companionship and outings and despite how I’ll probably feel in the morning after all this wine, I’m not that decrepit.”

“Well, what is your plan then?”

“They say the love of your life is usually living right next door,” suggests Sherrill.

Samantha pictures the elderly widower living in the house on one side of hers and the overworked father of five, on the other side, who comes home after a hard day at work to a wife screaming at him and the kids.  She hasn’t met the neighbours over the back fence yet.  It’s a rental property and the tenants don’t seem to stay long.  The current occupants play extremely loud music at odd hours of the day and night.  No, she doesn’t think the love of her life is living anywhere close by.  

Samantha’s cell phone beeps.  She checks the text message that arrives.  Her daughter, Rebecca has left her netball shoes behind and needs them for a game at nine o’clock in the morning.  There goes her sleep-in, not that she would ever begrudge having to do anything for her children, they are her number one priority.  Samantha will have to drop the shoes off at the courts for warm-up at 8.30 so she decides this had better be her last glass of wine or she won’t feel like going anywhere at that hour of the morning.  

Samantha continues gazing at her phone, almost in a trance.  Slowly her face grows into a mischievous smile, a self-satisfied grin of enlightenment as a solution to her dilemma dawns on her.

“I might just send a random text and see what comes of it,” she announces.

“What? Randomly pick one of your contacts and text them?”

“No, Kelly, if I wanted to date one of the contacts on my phone I’d would have called them by now.  I mean a totally random phone number.”

“You could get anyone,” cautions Sherrill.

“That’s the whole point.  I’ll leave it to the powers of the universe to connect my text with the love of my life or better still, someone who just wants to party.”

“Or a creep.  You’d better be careful, Sam.”

“What are you going to text?” Kelly isn’t worried about considering the consequences, she just wants the details. 

“Oh, I don’t know, probably just hello,” replies Samantha before taking another mouthful of bubbly.  Forget the early morning start, she needs a bit more courage to go through with this plan. 

“Then what?” Kelly continues her interrogation.  “How are you going to get from hello to a date?”

“Depends who answers, if anyone?”

“Yeah, they might think you are a weirdo and not bother to reply.”

Samantha enters the prefix for someone on the same phone network as her then looking at her friends and not the phone enters seven random digits.  Kelly smiles back but Sherrill has a worried look on her face.  Samantha keys in H E L L O.

“I really don’t think you should do this, Sam,” Sherrill warns.  “I think there must be safer ways to get a date.”

Samantha pushes send.  “Too late.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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“BLOODY HELL!”  SLIP curses.  “Who’s nicked me spanner?”

“What’s your problem mate?” Kurt, Slip’s flatmate, asks having come out to the garage with a beer in each hand.  “Here, I brought you another beer.”

“Thanks.  My tools keep bloody disappearing.  I guess it’s Todd borrowing them again – he never puts anything back.”  Slip takes the beer, downs a large mouthful in frustration, and frowns at the thought of his other flatmate using his tools.  He’d rather live without the blokes that share his house but his income as a motorcycle mechanic doesn’t stretch to covering the mortgage without a contribution from the other two.

“What are you trying to do?”  Kurt asks, looking around the array of tools spread out on the floor to see if there is a spanner among them.

“Got to get the Harley up and running smooth for the ride tomorrow.  There’s a big group going around the mountain.”

The Harley is Slip’s pride and joy.  It’s a 1961 Panhead painted in the original colour of metallic blue.  It has white detailing, white paniers and white-walled tyres.  The chrome is polished to a high gloss and the white leather on the spring seat is as clean as the day it was made, but the engine needs a bit of work.  Slip seems to be forever fixing an oil leak, from the gearbox or the engine housing.  Harley Davidsons are known for them but you won’t hear Slip admitting that aloud.

“I think it’s supposed to be raining tomorrow.”  Kurt leans back against the closed garage door.  “I was going to give the ride a miss.”

“Ha, you must be getting soft in your old age Kurt.” Slip laughs.  

“Slight problem of my wet weather gear no longer fitting.”  Kurt sucks in his expanding waistline.  “I don’t have time to work out at the gym like you.”

No cars get to park in the garage – it’s a workshop and gym with weight bench and gym at one end and motorcycles, tools and the collection of parts that Slip can’t bear to get rid of at the other.  He tries to spend at least half an hour every day on the gym.  Slip takes pride in his physique, always has and always will. There has never been any shortage of women who’ve admired his body over the years, happy to take pleasure in it.  But eventually they wanted more, more than he was prepared to give.  Settling down wasn’t on his agenda, he was too busy partying and enjoying all that life had to offer, so he always moved on.  Often the parting words yelled at him, complained that he was living up to his nickname.

“No time like the present,” Slip challenges Kurt, knowing full well, that unlike himself, Kurt is not the type for exercising.  “The gym is there, have a go.”

“Can’t exercise on a beer mate.  I’ll leave you to it.”  Kurt makes a quick exit from the garage back to the couch in front of the television.

Slip takes another swig of the beer, gazing at all the memorabilia that adorn the walls of his garage – photos, badges and trophies from days when he was competitive on the race track along with calendar pages long past their currency, all with a Harley Davidson theme.  The racing days are long gone, a collision with a car on the highway, put paid to that and resulted in several months of recuperation in hospital and now, one leg that is permanently shorter than the other.  He knows what it is like to be incapacitated and doesn’t want to be that way again.  So, although he still likes to ride on the open road, it is with a degree of caution, never assuming that the other vehicle drivers have seen him.

Slip’s mobile phone, stowed in the front pocket of his jeans, whistles and vibrates.  He wonders who could be texting him at this hour of the day but he looks down at his hands, covered in grease, and decides that whoever it is will have to wait for a reply.  Slip swallows the remaining few mouthfuls of beer, puts the empty bottle in the glass recycling bin, and gets back to work on the motorbike.  He’s replaced a gasket and just needs the spanner to tighten the nuts on the engine cover.  Unable to find the spanner, he opts for a socket instead and quickly finds the size required.

The bike is soon ready to be kicked over and Slip ensures his hands are clean before he does this.  It’s a little temperamental to start but Slip has mastered how much choke is required, how many times to twist the throttle and just when to kick the engine into action.  Using his good leg, he soon has the Harley rumbling.  He revs the engine and its roar reverberates off the corrugated iron walls of the shed.  Exhaust fumes quickly fill the small space and Slip opens the roller door to let some fresh air in.  Satisfied that his pride and joy is running smoothly and ready for the Saturday ride, Slip hits the kill switch. 

With the Harley parked up on its stand in the corner of the shed and all the tools put away, Slip closes and locks the roller door.  He lives in a fairly good neighbourhood but you never can be too trusting.  He closes the side door behind him and it automatically locks.  Rain has started to fall but the raindrops are few so he is able to make it back up the path inside the house without getting wet.

Kurt and Todd are in the lounge jamming on their guitars.  Slip’s drum kit is permanently set up in the corner of the room and after grabbing another beer out of the fridge, he decides to join them.   He takes a swig of the cool ale and puts the bottle on the floor to select some drum sticks from the bag and pick up the beat of the song they’re playing.

When the song finally winds up, Slip feels his pocket vibrate again and is reminded of the text that came in earlier.  Opening the phone, Slip sees the message isn’t from one of his contacts and he doesn’t recognise the number.  He wonders who it can be.  He reads the message “H E L L O”.

“Some silly idiot sent me a text with ‘hello’ and nothing else.  Who the hell would do that?”

“Probably just kids playing,” suggests Kurt.

“Yeah, suppose so.”  Slip chucks the phone on the carpet beside the drum kit.  “What are we going to play now?”

Todd starts strumming.  Slip and Kurt both recognise the chords as being those of a song by one of their favourite bands.  They started practising it last weekend.  Todd reckons they should do a gig at the local pub but Slip isn’t sure that they are good enough for that.  They don’t have enough songs in their repertoire but he agrees it is at least something to aspire to.

They bash out a half a dozen familiar songs, only stopping for a mouthful of beer and to swap drumsticks for a louder output.

When they finally stop to debate the next song to play, they hear a loud banging at the front door.  Slip is closest and gets up to open it, to find an officious looking person with a clipboard.

“Noise Control,” the man announces as he presents his official identification.  “We’ve had a complaint about the noise.”

“What?  You’ve got to be kidding me.  Who the hell has complained?”  Slip asks with obvious frustration.

“Not able to disclose that sir, but you’ll need to keep it down.”

“It’s only early.  Surely there are no limits on three mates having a jam at this time of the night.”  Kurt has come to the door and joined in the discussion.

“It’s after 10pm on a week night so I’m afraid we do have to investigate any complaint.”

“What a bunch of Nanas!”  Slip is not impressed with his neighbours and knows it’s probably the grumpy old man from across the road.  “Friday is the start of the weekend – not a week night.”

“If we have to come back again we’ll have to confiscate your equipment.”

“Like bloody hell, you will!”

“Here is your abatement notice which spells out the procedure.”  The officer hands the notice to Slip, ignoring his outburst.  “Hopefully I won’t have to visit again.  Good night gentlemen.  Enjoy the rest of your evening.”

Slip slams the door behind the noise control officer.

“Well, I might as well head off to bed then,” announces Todd, taking his guitar strap off his shoulder and putting the instrument back in its case.

“Yeah, I’ve got an early start in the morning.  I think I’ll hit the sack too.”  

“You are all a bunch of Nanas.”  Slip picks up his beer and his phone and sprawls out on the couch dejectedly.  It’s way too early for him.  He wonders if perhaps there is a good band playing at one of the bars in town but then he remembers he’s probably had one too many beers to drive.  Slip can hear the rain pelting down on the roof so walking to town is not an option and he can’t afford to waste money on a taxi.  

Leaning over to pick up the television remote, Slip accidently spills some of his beer on the couch.  The couch has seen better days and is threadbare in sections so he just rubs the beer into the upholstery.  Slip flicks through the television channels; a lot just have advertisements, others are running soap operas which he definitely isn’t into.  He eventually settles on a channel with a reality programme that he recognises, having watched a couple of episodes before.  It’s about people who’ve been adopted out as babies and now as adults want to find their birth parents.  Slip can relate to the people in the show; they’ve generally been restless for most of their lives, searching for something and not quite knowing what it is.

Being adopted isn’t something Slip has told a lot of people about.  He’s been raised by a straight-laced father who believed in keeping your emotions in check, no need for public displays of affection or even private ones.  As a child, he learned the hard way, you did things the way your father said or you felt the back of his hand across your head or the wrath of his leather belt around your behind.  Although his parents told him, and his siblings, that they were all adopted, they never encouraged them to find out who their birth parents were.  His sister has tried and met with rejection.  Slip has had enough rejection in his life and doesn’t want any more.

He becomes engrossed, following the tale of tonight’s adoptee.  In this episode, the birth father didn’t even know he had a daughter but after the initial shock he agrees to watch a short video that she has made especially for him.  The father can see himself in her and is eager to meet.  It is all hugs and tears when they finally get together.

As the programme credits start rolling up the screen, Slip sniffs, his eyes are watery and he’s choked up with emotion.  Taking a handkerchief from his pocket he wipes his eyes and blows his nose, looking up at the lounge door just to check no-one is looking.  

Wanting a distraction, he picks up his phone and remembers the H E L L O text from the unknown number.  Maybe, just maybe, it was one of his birth parents trying to make contact.  He had better reply.  He doesn’t know what to say, so just types in H E L L O and pushes send.
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SAMANTHA DROPS OFF Rebecca’s netball shoes and is standing court side before the game begins. She tucks her hands deep into her jacket pockets and wraps her scarf snuggly around her neck against the chill of the southerly wind.  Jeff is standing on the opposite side of the court, arm in arm with his new girlfriend.  Samantha doesn’t want to look; she doesn’t want a relationship with Jeff but it still hurts to see him with someone else.

“Hi, Sam,” greets Kelly coming up to stand beside her, rubbing her gloved hands together for warmth.  “Did you get a reply to your text?”

“Hi, Kelly.  Yeah, I found it this morning.  Just hello though.”

“How exciting!  I wonder who it is.”

"Well, I plan to ask them who they are in my next text.  It might not be that exciting at all.  I’m not getting my hopes up.”  

Samantha looks down the court and eyes a tall, handsome man walking their way with two takeaway cups of coffee in a cardboard tray.  His walk is more of a self-assured saunter.  He’s wearing a black leather jacket and heavy soled black boots and carrying a matt black helmet.  Samantha thinks he might be much more exciting than the recipient of her text.  In fact, he looks a little like her dream bad boy.

“Good morning ladies,” he greets them, smiling a smile full of white straight teeth.

Samantha is busy admiring those teeth when Kelly starts up a conversation as if she and the gorgeous man are long lost buddies.

“Hi Ben.  Nice to see you again.  How has your week been?”

“Great thanks, Kelly.”  He hands Kelly one of the coffees.  “I got your usual - a flat white with one sugar.  Thought you might need it to warm up.”

“Thanks, I was just thinking of going to get one myself.”   

Samantha is still staring at his teeth and silently willing Ben to take his sunglasses off so she can see his eyes.  She’s wondering how Kelly got to be so familiar with a man and Samantha has never even laid eyes on him before.  She thought she knew everything about her friend.

“Sorry.”  Ben puts his helmet on the ground at his feet.  He straightens and puts his hand out to shake Samantha’s.  “We haven’t met.  I’m Ben.”

Realising Ben is talking to her, Samantha shakes her head to bring herself back to reality.

“Nice to meet you,” she says extending her hand.  Ben’s large strong hand engulfs hers.  It has a roughness that is borne, she assumes, from man’s work. “I’m Samantha.”  She allows her closest friends to call her Sam but she prefers her proper name ‘Samantha’.

“Really?  Introductions? I thought you two would have met before.”

“No, Kelly.”  Samantha is sure she’d remember meeting Ben.

“Ben’s daughter plays in the same netball team as Amy,” Kelly fills in the details seeing the
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