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Rosa Velázquez forced herself up the last five steps, and believing the sound wouldn’t travel through the solid door at the top, stood panting on the red brick landing.

Her thighs ached, and her feet screamed in agony. 

God, she was out of shape.

Would she ever be that fit again? With her feet that scarred, it didn’t seem likely.

The door was plain, stained a rich jarrah red, with an old-fashioned black steel lever handle.

And a tiny, handwritten tag in a black steel frame beside the door; Jude Webb, Bespoke Shoes.

He was supposed to be the best in Melbourne.

Which was why she’d climbed three flights of stairs to his Hardware Lane workshop.

Despite her misgivings about the anonymous donation of his services.

Quite frankly she was suspicious of both of him and her benefactor. Always assuming they were, in fact, different people.

But her feet hurt with every step she took, and the lure of handmade shoes, with extra cushioning in the sole was too tempting to stand on her principles and refuse.

She tapped on the door.

No sound of acknowledgement came from within.

She thumped it as hard as she could.

Still nothing.

Admittedly, her thumping barely made much more noise than her tapping.

She pulled the handle down, leaned into it with her shoulder, and overbalanced as it turned out to be ridiculously easy to move.

“I’ll just be a moment,” he said, his back turned to her, “please take off your shoes and take a seat on the chair.”

The man inside was much younger than she’d expected for a Master craftsman.

With his thick dark hair, she’d say early thirties.

He was wearing a thick, white cotton shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and a blue tweed vest with matching trousers.

He looked like he belonged in a different century.

She looked at him doubtfully, seemingly engrossed in shaving the leather from the sole of one shoe with a sharp and slender bladed knife. One tanned finger testing the edge of the cuts.

A lock of his shoulder-length hair fell from where he’d tucked it behind his ear, brushing his collar. Was that the corner of some kind of tattoo peeking out from behind the collar? 

She stepped up on the platform and took her shoes off, placing them neatly side by side next to the chair, and her bag next to them.

She clasped her scarred hands between her skinny jean-clad thighs and looked around the room.

The red wooden workbench was placed under the crittal windows.

Their black steel frames were a nice contrast against the red brick of the exposed walls, the red wood of the exposed beams, and the white ceiling liner that reflected the dim winter light around the room.

Jude sat at one end of the bench, on a matching adjustable stool with three legs, a small lamp shedding extra light on his work. A combination of hand and handheld power tools were neatly arranged in racks under the windows. 

At the other end of the bench, there was a small laptop, connected to an electronic payment machine and a small printer.

A couple of speakers, also connected by wires, sat on the edges of the pillars that supported the ceiling joists. Quietly playing some kind of Latin dance music.

Jarrah racks with blank pine lasts seemingly arranged at random lined one wall, a second held racks of fragrant leather, and the last supported large machinery of some kind.

Rosa snuck a look at Jude’s shoes.

Highly polished black leather, elasticated sides, almond-shaped toe, Cuban heel.

Nice pair of Chelsea boots.

She had almost the same pair back home, though off the rack, not made to measure.

Not leather, and not comfortable either.

Not that she could bear to wear them anymore. It was probably time to throw out all her shoes.

Jude swivelled on the seat to look at her, wiping his hands on a grey apron she hadn’t noticed until then.  

He took it off and hung it on a peg by the bench.

“Sorry about that,” he said, walking towards her holding out his callused hand, “I’m Jude Webb.”

She stood to take it, “Rosa Velázquez.” His hand was warm and strong, almost completely enveloping her own.

“Can you roll up your jeans?”

She looked at her legs, “I’m afraid not.”

A smile crossed his face so quickly she wasn’t sure she’d seen it.

“I need to see and assess the condition of your ankles. Would you be comfortable taking them off and wearing a blanket instead?”

She looked uneasily down at her legs. He couldn’t see it, but the scarring was severe.

“Or perhaps you’d like to come another day?”

She squared her shoulders; she hadn’t walked up all those stairs just to walk straight back down them with nothing to show for the effort.

“No, it’s okay. Give me the blanket.”

He handed her the blanket, and she clutched it to her chest, “I’ll wait outside, let me know when you’re ready.”
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JUDE SHUT THE DOOR and leaned his back against it. Almost as if he had a wild creature trapped inside the workshop and didn’t want to let it out.

Which in a way, he did.

Rosa Velázquez was like a ray of light shining into his workshop. Outshining the dim winter light leaking through the windows of his art deco workshop.

Though in the day’s defence, it was cloudy and midwinter; it could barely compete against the fluorescent lighting let alone Rosa Velázquez. 

Her name had seemed familiar when the appointment came in, so he’d looked her up on the internet.

Two years ago, Rosa Velázquez, a secretary waiting for the bus on her way to work, had run into a burning building and saved the life of a mother, then gone back in to save her two children.

She’d been lucky, clearing the house with the last child in her arms, just moments before it collapsed.

Somewhat less lucky, she’d been wearing a polyester suit and synthetic leather shoes, which had melted into her skin in addition to the burns from the fire.

Rosa was literally a hero. A bona fide hero with several medals to prove it.

Rosa startled him by opening the door a crack.

Her hair was cropped close to her head, and her serious, impossibly blue eyes showed a mixture of fear and stubbornness.

“You can come in now.”

He tucked his hair behind his ear again and grinned at her, the light blanket folded over her blouse and around her body like a sarong.

He leaned on the door, and as she backed up, gestured for her to precede him.

She sat on the chair again, and he knelt before her.

“I understand you’re looking for oxfords?”

She cleared her throat, “I was until I say your boots.”

“Okay,” he grinned as he saw her looking again, “why don’t you tell me exactly what you’re looking for?”

He looked up at her as she started talking, marvelling at her delicate facial features as she talked about how much pain she felt walking, and how she wanted beautiful shoes because she was sick of wearing clumpy ugly shoes, and how her feet weren’t as flexible as they had been, and she worried she’d never walk properly again.

There was not one word that stuck inside his head, but he was beginning to form an idea of the shoes he was planning to make her.

“Would you be wearing socks or stockings with these shoes?”

“Um, I have some compression socks.”

He grunted.

First, he picked up her shoes and examined them inside and out to see where the wear was, and how she was carrying her weight.

“May I?” he said, gesturing at her feet.

She nodded, and he picked up her left foot, rubbing and bending it to see its formation, checking for calluses as well as heel and toe deformities.

Aside from the obvious scars.

Jude started moving up her leg, under the blanket, and she gasped and stiffened.

He stopped immediately, “I need to check your ankles too.”

After a moment she relaxed, and he continued, testing the thickness of her ankle, and the thinness of her bones.

And maybe he went a tiny bit further up her calve than he needed to, but the scarring was misleading.

“Did anyone talk to you about scar massage?”

“No, not really.”

He frowned, “then this might hurt a bit,” he moved her ankle from side to side, and bent more firmly on her feet.

She held it as long as she could, and then squeaked in protest.

“I’m sorry,” he said, then started again with her right foot.

“About the compression socks?” he said putting her foot back on the floor.

She leaned across to her bag, pulled them out and handed them to him. 

He put his hand in the sock and stretched it out, “good, just a little light compression at this point.”

“How is that good?”

“Ordinary socks just hold your foot in place, these ones have a little compression around the arches, which means the shoes don’t have to do as much work.”

“Ah.” 

He grinned, “it also means the shoe can be a little more relaxed, and maybe, I could do a low-heeled Mary Jane, or even a Chelsea Boot.”

The hope in her eyes was heartbreaking.

“Why did you ask about scar massage?”

“Do your scars still itch?”

“A bit?”

“Massaging the scars can help reduce the itching, and relax the scars, making them more flexible. Would you like me to show you?”

She nodded.

“Okay, let me finish up measuring first.”

He pulled the socks onto her feet with practised ease, and drew around her feet, noting the measurement of the widest part of her feet, the middle of the arch, where the foot and leg meet, and the length of her heel.

“I’ll be right back,” he said, shoving his papers aside, and ducked out of the room.
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ROSA WAS SURPRISED by how gentle his hands were.

And how he looked at her like she was the centre of the universe.

She liked it.

And she liked the way his hazel eyes deepened to a chocolate colour when he looked up at her for longer than a glance.

She was so used to the sight of her scars being all people could see, that it had taken her a moment to notice that he didn’t seem to see the scars. He looked through them to see her.

In fact, her ex-boyfriend hadn’t even been able to look at her after the fire and had moved out of their apartment while she was still in the hospital.

She really could have done with his support, and hadn’t realised he was so shallow.

Pride kept her from phoning him. 

But at that moment, she could see an end to her loneliness.

That the scars might not matter to someone else.

If she gave someone the chance, they might want to get to know her better.

Maybe that someone could be Jude Webb; he might want to date her.

And maybe touch a little more than just her feet and legs.

She’d like that too.

Was she brave enough to ask him out for a drink?

Not just a latte in the cafe on the ground floor of his building, but a proper drink in the fashionable bar further down the laneway.

Maybe some dinner.

She stretched her arms and legs out in front of her, imagining a more intimate end to the evening.

But the scars pulled her up with a sharp pain, reminding her what she’d lost.

Wishful thinking couldn’t change the
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