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​CHAPTER 1:
Candy Hearts
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Rex Cassidy wrapped an arm around Vanessa Danté’s waist as they stood in the softly lit entrance of the Candy Hearts Restaurant, waiting to be seated. He adored the feel of her supple body nestled against his side, the warmth of her presence sending a pleasant tingle down his spine. If he had his way, he would never let her go. 

They spent countless hours like this, especially at school, when lessons dragged on. There was no better way to pass the time than to steal glances into her mesmerising sapphire-blue eyes. To lose himself in the sweet intoxication of her scent, run his fingers through her long dark spirally hair, kiss her full sensuous lips, or to let his hands explore the contours of her bo—

‘Oh, my god, oh my god!’

The waiter who had spoken stepped towards them with an exaggerated flourish. His wide smile, which Rex was certain had a light coating of red lipstick, was framed by a carefully maintained moustache and a tiny soul patch. He was tall, slender, and undeniably camp.

Rex and Vanessa had come to know him a little, over the last six months, as they loved coming to the restaurant. It was one of the most romantic dining establishments in the city of New Plymouth. 

‘Darling Vanessa you look absolutely radiant as usual,’ he declared, clasping his hands together as if in rapture.

It was hard for Rex not to like the guy. He was always so enthusiastic and pleased to see them.

Vanessa gave him a warm smile. ‘Hi, Fabian. Nice to see you again.’ 

Fabian placed a hand over his heart. ‘Every time I see you, I swear you grow more breathtaking. How is that even possible? And Rex, my, my, my, you look utterly delicious in that outfit. That shirt clings to your muscles in all the right places. If only you weren’t taken. And if only you weren’t a mere seventeen.’ He sighed dramatically.

Rex resisted the urge to roll his eyes, offering instead a good-natured grin. ‘And if only I wasn’t straight. How’re things, Fabian?’

‘Marvellous, marvellous!’ Fabian twirled a hand in the air. ‘Especially after seeing my two favourite customers in all the world. The two of you light up the entire restaurant with your presence and make my job here so much more enjoyable. Please, do follow me. I’ve got the perfect table for you.’

He led them through the restaurant, where a live band played soft, melodic tunes. Couples swayed on the dance floor, lost in their own worlds, while the dining booths, each semi-enclosed for intimacy, glowed with flickering candlelight. 

Fabian ushered them to a private corner table overlooking the beautifully lit garden. Pulling out their chairs with a dramatic bow, he asked, ‘Is tonight a special occasion?’

Rex nodded as he sat. ‘Nessa just filmed her first TV commercial.’

Fabian gasped, pulling out Vanessa’s chair. ‘No! How fabulous! Tell me everything!’

Vanessa laughed as she sat. ‘It was for a new soft drink. Spangle.’

‘Oh, I am going to keep my eyes peeled for that one! Imagine me telling my friends, "See that stunning girl? She dines in my restaurant all the time!"' He clasped his hands together. 

‘She’s my beautiful princess’ Rex squeezed her hand from across the table. ‘That’s what I always called her when we were little.’

‘A prince and a princess, truly!’ Fabian stepped back. ‘Ahhhh, you two make such a lovely couple, always so affectionate with one another. I love to see you both up there on the dancefloor, holding each other close. Makes me want to jump right into the middle of you.’

Rex cringed again. ‘That would kind of ruin the experience for me.’

‘And me.’ Vanessa giggled.

Fabian sighed dramatically. ‘So tragic. I would lose my job anyway.’ He laughed. ‘Oh well, that’s life I suppose. I’m happy for you both, I really am and I hope I will always see you two coming here together, loving each other as you do now.’

‘Of course!’ Vanessa said.

‘Damn straight,’ Rex added. ‘Vanessa will always be my beautiful princess, right, babe.’

‘Absolutely!’

Fabian clapped his hands. ‘Oh, you two! Perfection. Now, do browse the menu. Might I recommend the filet mignon? It will melt in your mouth.’

‘Yummers,’ Vanessa said. 

They placed a drinks order and Fabian left them.

Rex leaned across the table, taking Vanessa’s hand once more. ‘So, here we are again.’ He glanced around. ‘People intrigued by us as usual. A couple as young as us coming to an expensive restaurant like this.’

‘I bet your family has more money than all of them.’

‘Maybe.’

She laughed and squeezed his hand. ‘I’m so lucky to have you. I’m getting way too used to this lavish lifestyle though... being chauffeured around by you in your Mustang Shelby and dining in fine restaurants. One of the male models at the commercial shoot today asked me out to lunch at Burger King. My first thought was “Burger King? Oh, good grief, you’re gonna have to do better than that, pal”.’ She laughed. ‘Am I becoming a snob?’

‘You? No way. Perhaps you’re beginning to realise your true worth. So, what did you say to this mere mortal who dared ask a goddess out for lunch at a fast-food establishment?’

‘I said, “Sorry, mate I try to avoid junk food.” Then he said, “Well, how about a cafe then?” and I said, “I appreciate it but no thank you.” To which he replied, “Well, will you go out with me some other time?” and I said, “Sorry, I try to avoid guys too...”’

Rex chuckled away.

‘...For a few seconds, he stared at me. Then he said, “Are you gay?” and I said, “99 %.” It worked out well, though because another one of the female models overheard and she asked me out and I went with her to lunch instead.’

‘And she knows you have a boyfriend?’

‘I was quite clear on that fact.’

‘Good for you.’ Rex wondered what the other patrons in the restaurant would think, knowing that not only were they two teenagers dining in an expensive restaurant but that they also had an open relationship. Few people understood that and he definitely wasn’t going to let Fabian, the waiter, know that. 

A short while later, Fabian arrived with their drinks. ‘Here you are, darlings. A glass of grape juice for you, Vanessa and a lemon, lime and bitters for you, Rex. Would you like to place your orders yet?’

‘Oh, sorry, we haven’t even looked at the menu,’ Rex said. ‘Give us a few more minutes.’

‘Please, take your time, take your time. You are both so beautiful and pleasing to the eye, I can fully understand why you want to hold each other’s hands and gaze at each other. Ahhhhhh...’

He sighed wistfully and floated away.

Rex winced. ‘Does that guy have any concept of social awkwardness?’

‘I don’t think so.’ Vanessa laughed. ‘At least he’s a sweetie.’

‘If you say so.’

A little later, after placing their orders, they moved onto the dance floor. The band played a slow, dreamy tune. Vanessa rested her head against Rex’s chest as they swayed together, bodies pressed close. They didn’t even have to move their feet, they simply swayed their bodies to the music. Rex closed his eyes, savouring the moment. If Heaven didn’t include this, he wasn’t interested in going.

*     *     *
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Vanessa ran her hands up Rex’s back and rested her head on his chest. She allowed the music to take her away to another world and for a moment they weren’t there in the restaurant but alone in paradise together. She pulled him tighter, feeling his tall, firm, muscular body against her and she sighed with pleasure. She could quite happily stay there all night with him, snuggling him on the dancefloor. Perhaps they would. 

She had never felt happier. Her confidence in their relationship grew day by day and it seemed nothing could shake the bond they had. Nothing would pull them apart because their love for one another was so strong. Not even her mother’s warning voice, telling her perfection doesn’t exist, could sway her from her belief that what Rex and she had was indeed perfect.

‘My darlings, I so, so hate to interrupt but your meals are served.’ 

Fabian touched Vanessa’s shoulder, a soft touch but one that rudely ripped her from her utopia. The warmth of paradise faded into the dimly lit elegance of the Candy Hearts Restaurant. She and Rex returned to their table, where their meals awaited them.

‘So, Nessie,’ Rex said after swallowing some lamb cutlet. ‘Now Chelsea has left Te Arawa, do you think we might see Mav and Holly patching things up?’

Vanessa pictured their two friends. The beautiful, petite, brown-haired Holly Robinson. The tall, fun-loving Rick Maverick. ‘I don’t know. I kind of think maybe they won’t.’

‘Why do you say that?’

Vanessa paused from eating her filet mignon. ‘I think Holly has her mind on someone else instead. I think it may stop her from ever getting back with Mav.’

‘Who?’

Vanessa rolled her eyes with a wry smile. ‘Who do you think, silly?’

Rex stared past her for a moment, his magnetic deep-blue eyes looking troubled. He sighed as he ran his fingers through his wavy brown hair. ‘Is she seriously obsessing over me again?’

‘A-ha. She doesn’t want to admit it but I see the look in her eyes when she gazes at you. And with the history you two have... I know myself, how damn impossible it is to shake you from under my skin. I couldn’t do it. She probably can’t either.’

Rex gazed at his food and picked at it with his fork. Immediately, Vanessa could sense what he was thinking. ‘Oh no, no, no, Rex Cassidy, don’t you dare blame yourself for that. It’s not your fault.’

‘I should have been stronger. I should never have given in the way I did at my sixteenth.’

‘Rexyyyy...’ Vanessa reached across the table and clutched his hand. ‘It was a natural thing. You gave her the comfort she needed.’

‘And virtually destroyed the relationship she had with Mav.’

‘Nuh-uh, you didn’t. They got through that.’

‘Did they really?’ Rex lifted his eyes to meet hers. ‘I’m not so sure about that. I think I did irreparable damage.’

‘If any irreparable damage was done, Holly was equally responsible.’

Rex shook his head. ‘No, I broke down her willpower to resist.’

‘Not intentionally. You can’t help it that girls crave you and melt at your touch. You can’t do anything about the way someone feels about you. If Holly’s feelings were stronger for you than for Mav, you can’t be blamed for that and you can’t help it that you’re all in the same circle of friends and you’re often around each other.’

‘I still wonder if there was something I could have done to change the way things went.’

‘You were powerless to do anything. Mav and Holly had to sort out things for themselves. And it’s not your fault Mav and Chelsea had an affair.’ She squeezed his hand, fixing her eyes on his. It pained her to see Rex shouldering guilt that wasn’t his to bear. ‘You can’t be everybody’s hero, Rexy, darling.’

He exhaled slowly. ‘You’re right. But maybe there’s something we can do to help them... get them back together.’

‘Should we even try though? Why not let them move on? Help them move on?’

‘Perhaps. But if Holly is obsessing over me, that’s gonna be kind of difficult.’

‘We need to set her up with a new love.’

Rex rubbed his chin thoughtfully. ‘Any candidates?’ 

‘I don’t know. Can you think of any guy she’d be compatible with?’

Rex shrugged. ‘Can’t think of any. Holly is very particular and out of all the guys I know at Te Arawa College, I can’t see any of them having a shot with her. Mav is one of a kind.’

‘Can’t argue with you there.’

‘But it’s worth a try.’

Vanessa had an idea. ‘Maybe I’ll talk to her... see if she’s interested in anyone. Then we can gently nudge them together. What do you reckon?’

Rex nodded. ‘I guess that means we’re gonna play cupid, huh?’

‘We can sure give it a go.’ The thought sent a thrill through her. ‘Hey, we can call ourselves... Candy Heart Matchmakers.’

Rex laughed. ‘Why not?’ 

After more dancing... or, to be more exact, cuddling...they finished with a tasty dessert. They then headed to the gardens outside the restaurant for a little. 

The cool night air carried the soft chirping of crickets as they strolled along the path, Rex’s arm draped around her shoulder, hers wrapped around his waist.

‘I’m looking forward to the school camp next week,’ Vanessa said. ‘But after all this fine dining, I’m not sure I’m gonna be able to handle camp food.’ She delivered him a cheeky smile.

‘Even if the food’s bad, we’re gonna have a great time. I’m looking forward to it.’

‘Same here. I hope Mr Harris hasn’t devised too many torturous activities for us like he’s been threatening.’ 

Rex suddenly halted, his body tensing as he stared into the distance, eyes wide.

Vanessa frowned. ‘What is it?’

He didn’t respond right away, squinting as if trying to make sense of what he was seeing. Then, with a shake of his head, he muttered, ‘No way... can’t be.’ He grabbed her hand. ‘Come on!’

He took off, pulling her along. ‘Rex, what’s wrong?’

They reached a tall cluster of rose bushes and circled to the other side. Rex stopped dead, scanning the park intently.

‘Rex!’ An uneasiness came upon her. ‘You’re freaking me out.’

Rex continued to scan the park. ‘I saw someone. A woman. Long golden hair. Like real strands of gold. But... no, it can’t be her.’

Vanessa’s stomach clenched. She knew exactly who he was talking about. ‘You think it was Daryl?’

Rex let out a gust of air. ‘Nah, can’t have been her. She’s in Australia. But still, that hair. I’ve never seen hair like that except on Daryl and her mother. But I guess there must be others like her. I’m gonna take a quick check over there anyway. You wait here, I’ll be right back.’

Vanessa didn’t argue. Rex let go of her hand and ran across the park. She didn’t know what to think. Rex and Daryl Chambers had become close when Daryl had been at Te Arawa College. It had been a romance that never quite got the chance to blossom the way it could have, because Rex still held a flame for Vanessa. In the end, Daryl returned to Australia with her mother.

Rex rarely ever mentioned her, so Vanessa had always believed he had gotten over her. Judging by his reaction, perhaps he hadn’t?

Rex had not yet made his return so she sat on a bench near a fountain. She froze when a tall, athletic figure loomed out from behind a nearby tree. She nearly screamed because it was a familiar face and not one she cared ever to see again. He had short blonde hair and was about twenty. He used to bar tend at one of the Te Arawa taverns until he was fired. She would never forget his name, even if she tried. Rod Williams had caused more than his fair share of trouble for them and others. 

The look on his face was one of fierce indignation and he scowled. ‘Hello, Vanessa.’

Vanessa shuddered. ‘What are you doing here? I thought they locked you up?’

Vanessa’s pulse pounded. He had been busted for drug dealing and assault. Her and Rex’s testimonies had helped put him behind bars.

‘What do you want?’

Rod lunged forward and grabbed her by the arm. She squealed and tried to pull free but he was too strong. She turned sideways to deliver a stomp to his kneecap but he pushed her over onto the ground before she could. ‘I’m gonna teach you for ruining my life!’

He advanced, fists clenched, but before he could reach her, a furious battle cry split the air.

Rex.

Like a human missile, Rex crashed into Rod, slamming him against the tree with bone-jarring force. ‘Don’t you dare touch her!’ 

Rex laid into him with furious punches. Rod had no answer and all he could do was try to remain on his feet.

Vanessa had only seen Rex like this once before and he’d almost killed a guy. It scared her what he might do to this guy, knowing what a threat he was. 

Another powerful blow sent Rod to the ground but Rex didn’t stop. He hauled Rod to his feet. He delivered more solid jabs to his body and head, violent blows that even scared Vanessa. Rod went down again and Rex hauled his limp body back up. 

Vanessa scrambled to her feet, her heart hammering. ‘Rex, stop!’ she pleaded, grabbing for his arm. ‘You’ll kill him!’

Rex jerked slightly, his body still rigid with adrenaline. He spun towards her, his eyes wild, his muscles still coiled for battle. For a split second, she thought he would shake her off and continue his onslaught - but then their eyes met.

The rage left his eyes and he breathed easy.

‘Rexy...’ 

‘Nessie...’

‘I’m okay. You’ve got to calm down.’

Rex took a deep breath. He gazed at the battered and bloodied body of Rod, who lay out cold on the grass. 

Rex’s knuckles were bleeding. 

‘You’re hurt,’ she said.

‘I’m okay.’

‘No. Let me see.’ She touched his hand and he winced.

‘Good God, you’ve hurt yourself. We need to get you to a hospital.’

Before he could respond, footsteps approached. A familiar voice called out in alarm.

‘Oh my god! I saw everything from the restaurant balcony!’ Fabian rushed towards them, his usual dramatic flair momentarily replaced by genuine concern. ‘Are you both alright?’

‘I think he’s broken his hand,’ Vanessa said, still cradling Rex’s injured fist.

Fabian’s gaze flickered to the unconscious figure on the ground. ‘Did he attack you? Is he a mugger?’

‘He attacked me. Rex was gone for only a minute and came back just as he did.’

‘Oh my... I’ve called the police. They’ll be here soon.’ He stooped to examine Rod’s body. ‘Dirty piece of work! Touching the lovely and precious Vanessa. How could he do such a thing?’ He hesitated, his expression shifting. Then, with an uneasy glance at Rex, he straightened. ‘But... I worry, Rex. You might have gone too far.’ He took a shaky step back. ‘I think... I think he may be dead!’
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​​CHAPTER 2:
Lonely Heart
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Tucker Pyles fumed. It was a long weekend due to a teacher-only day coming up on Monday. His entire Saturday and Sunday had been spent working in New Plymouth, thanks to his mother setting him up with jobs at various places. Horrible jobs too that mainly involved cleaning. He scrubbed floors, wiped down greasy kitchen benches, and hauled garbage, all while cursing his fate. 

His only small blessing was he’d have most of his week evenings free due to the problem of finding work in Te Arawa and his parents not wanting to drive him to New Plymouth every night. But how long that would be? Tucker had no idea. If his mother had her way, he’d be working every spare moment he wasn’t stuck at high school. As she always said to him, “With your appetite, we can’t afford to stock the pantry unless you’re earning an income.” 

At least next week, the school camp was coming up. He’d be free of his mother and her ridiculous demands, although the early morning rises would take their toll. Not only that, but there would be plenty of tough activities with their PE teacher, Mr Harris, in charge. He shuddered to think about the food, too. Would there be enough to feed him? Would he get to have seconds, thirds or even fourths? He hoped he would. After all, his stomach was a large one and it needed more servings than the average camper. 

The only thing that kept him going was daydreaming about Vanessa Danté. The Goddess.

He paused from wiping down a serving bench to gaze at a photograph he had stolen. It was worn from having been carried around in his pocket and being handled regularly. How he longed to gaze into her sapphire-blue eyes for real and have her gaze back. How he longed to run his fingers through her spirally dark locks and caress her flawless tanned skin. 

A sigh escaped his lips as he tucked the photo away. He wandered across the kitchen, peering through the window into the dining area of the Candy Heart’s restaurant. The place was alive with music. Couples dined, chatted, and danced under soft golden lights. And then, there she was.

Vanessa. The Goddess.

She sat at a table, her radiant smile lighting up the room as she daintily nibbled on a spoonful of rich, decadent chocolate dessert. The way her lips parted as she savoured the taste made Tucker’s heart race. He didn’t even try to work out what the dessert was because the face of the Goddess demanded his full attention. She had to be the only girl in the world who could draw his mind away from food. 

She truly was divine.

But then his gaze shifted to the problem sitting across from her.

Rex Cassidy.

Tucker clenched his fists. It should be him sitting there, not him. Not the enemy. Not ‘he who shall not be named.’ The mere sight of that smug pretty boy laughing with the Goddess made Tucker’s stomach churn with rage.

A voice in his ear caused him to jump. 

‘Tucker, how many times have I told you to stop staring at the diners?’ 

He spun around, his heart pounding, to face his supervisor, Sue, a strikingly attractive young woman in her twenties, with curves that made Tucker’s brain short-circuit.

‘I... I wasn’t staring!’

Sue folded her arms. ‘You were staring. And last I checked, that’s not part of your job description.’ She leaned slightly to look past him, scanning the dining area. ‘Who were you gawking at this time?’

‘Oh... uh... nobody.’

‘Mmm-hmm.’ Sue’s eyebrow arched. ‘This window isn’t for you to stand around drooling. It’s for kitchen staff to check on the diners.’

‘I’m kitchen staff.’

‘No, you’re a cleaner, so get on with it.’

Tucker groaned under his breath and trudged back to his post. The night was painful, the universe was cruel, and yet, despite all of that, Vanessa was right there, looking breathtaking in a way that made his chest ache. He found it a treat to see her dolled up in a different setting rather than at school. 

Fabian, the waiter, entered. He winked at Tucker and continued with his work. Tucker squirmed. Why did it have to be a gay male waiter who had his eye on him? Why couldn’t it have been Sexy Sue instead?

While Tucker wiped down the benches, Fabian appeared from behind him. ‘Darling, you look so inviting leaning over that bench like that.’ 

Tucker jerked around to face him, tension filling his body. He didn’t want this particular waiter so close behind him. 

Fabian smiled. ‘You know, I like a man with a bit of padding... or in your case a looooot of padding.’ He looked Tucker up and down. ‘Yes, indeed.’

‘I’m straight!’ Tucker barked. ‘I’m into girls.’

‘Such a pity,’ Fabian sighed dramatically. His face fell for a moment before brightening again. ‘Ah well! Never mind, darling, I shall enjoy admiring you from a distance. How about that?’

Tucker shuffled away, eager to escape. ‘Err... yeah... sure. Whatever.’

‘I will indeed be watching you, my big bear.’ Fabian winked and walked away.

‘Bugger this,’ Tucker said under his breath. ‘Not only do I have to do humiliating work but I have to put up with some gay guy perving at me. How dare that weirdo stand around staring at me, fantasising about me in that way? He had no right.’ 

An idea suddenly struck him. A brilliant idea.

What if he messed up so badly that the restaurant had no choice but to fire him? What if he became the worst employee they’d ever seen? If he got sacked enough times, his mother would have no choice but to give up on forcing him to work. Then he could go back to living his life like he used to before his mother made him go out and work for her living. 

Tucker glanced around the room, wondering what he could do to rile up the management. He gazed at the benches he was washing. He could dump rubbish all over them. Yes, that would be the thing and then he could go about making a mess of everything else in the restaurant, too. 

But no, there had to be something better he could do. Something that could score him benefits. From a distance, he peered out the window to the dancefloor and the band that played. Now that was something he would rather be doing. Entertaining the crowds. What if he could somehow get out there and sing for the audience? Not only would he likely get himself fired but there might be a talent scout in there, someone who might offer him a permanent job as a lounge singer. 

Then there was the Goddess sitting at her table with he who shall not be named. What if he sang her a love song and dedicated it to her?

‘I love it,’ he muttered to himself. But what would the song be?

One came to mind. He took one last look at the bench, threw his cloth on it, turned and marched out into the restaurant. He kept his eyes trained on the stage, bowled right up onto it, grabbed the microphone which sat on the piano and much to the band’s shock, made his demand. 

‘Cut the music!’ 

The band halted, their instruments falling silent. Dancers froze mid-step. Conversations at nearby tables hushed as heads turned in his direction. 

He had their attention!

He couldn’t help but play the persona of a pro-wrestler he’d once seen on his father’s WWF DVD collection. ‘Now it’s time to show all you New Plymouth City sweat hogs what a real sexy man looks like.’ 

He turned towards the diners and strained his eyes to see Rex and Vanessa’s table but it was behind a partition. 

‘This song is dedicated to the beautiful goddess of Te Arawa College. Her name is Vanessa Danté and she is the most stunning creature ever to walk the face of the planet.’

Some faces of those around turned to amusement, others intrigued.

He began to sing. He thought he sounded good but smiles turned to grimaces.

‘You are so beautifuuuuuuul, to meeeeeeee, can’t you seeeeee? You’re everything, I hoped forrrrrrrr, you’re everything I neeeeeeeeed.’ He expected Vanessa to appear from around the partition, but she didn’t. ‘You are so beautiful...TOOOOOOO M—’  

A hand swooped in, snatching the microphone from his grasp.

Tucker found himself face to face with the restaurant manager, a grey-haired man in his fifties, whose expression radiated pure fury.

‘What the hell are you doing?’ he hissed.

‘Just providing the diners with some real entertainment.’

Tucker overhead a few snickers coming from nearby diners. 

The manager glared. ‘You are not employed to entertain the bloody diners. Get out back now. Now.’ The manager switched on the microphone. ‘I’m sorry ladies and gentlemen. That is one of our special needs employees we have on staff. I’ll hand you back to our band.’

Then, without ceremony, he seized Tucker by the arm and hauled him into the kitchen.

Once they were out back, the manager spun on him, eyes bulging. ‘What the hell was that? Who do you think you are? Are you a bloody moron?’

‘I wanted to sing a song to the god... Vanessa.’

‘You’re an idiot. I knew it was a mistake letting you work here. You can get the hell out of here because I’m not having you in here again. Not in this restaurant. Now scram. You’ll never set foot in here again.’

Tucker blinked, then his lips curled into a grin. ‘I’m fired?’ 

‘Yes! Now get the hell out of here.’

Tucker tried to contain his delight, but it bubbled up inside him. He had done it. He was free.

He went to grab his bag, but Fabian intercepted him before he could.

‘My big bear, what were you thinking? Singing a song for the lovely and esteemed Vanessa.’

‘Yeah,’ Tucker said. ‘I love her.’

‘She is so very lovable; there are no doubts about that but you made a silly ass of yourself.’

‘At least Vanessa will know I did it for her.’

Fabian grimaced. ‘Sorry, Tucker darling, but she won’t. She and her handsome beau left five minutes before you got up there on that stage.’

Tucker froze, his stomach sinking. ‘What?’ 

Fabian gave him a sympathetic smile. ‘Sorry, love.’

Tucker clenched his fists, gritting his teeth. All for nothing. Well, no, not entirely. He was still fired. That was something. Now, at least, he could kill time wandering around before his dad came to pick him up.

Still feeling bummed out about Vanessa not hearing him sing, he headed out the back entrance into the flower gardens. He sat on a park bench and relaxed for a little, in no hurry to go anywhere in particular. He allowed the cool evening breeze to blow through his short curly hair and sniffed in the scent of flowers. 

It was then he spotted Vanessa standing there alone. She didn’t see him because he was partially obscured by plants. Where was Rex? Why was he not with her? He dared hope they might have had a falling out.

Then along came a dark shadowy figure. Tucker could just make out who it was. Rod Williams. At first, Rod’s appearance caused him to stiffen and he worried about what the troublemaker might do. When the thug grabbed Vanessa roughly by the arm, Tucker jerked to his feet. He couldn’t stand by as he manhandled her. He had to do something, but he was no match for Rod. 

Before he could act, another figure appeared. Rex.

Tucker winced as Rex launched into Rod with unrelenting fury. Tucker stood stock-still, not wishing to be noticed. Rex’s onslaught was so great that Vanessa had to lunge in to stop him. It felt like an anti-climax. Tucker would have been quite happy to see Rex pulverise Rod some more, as he really was a prized ubbhead, someone who caused Tucker a great deal of grief in the past.

Then Fabian turned up.  

Tucker continued to watch from his vantage point and shortly after, sirens sounded. The police arrived, then an ambulance. Minutes later, Rod was being carried off on a stretcher and the police escorted Rex and Vanessa away. 

Tucker had to know what happened, so he ran after Fabian, who headed towards the restaurant.

‘Fabian!’

The waiter turned and when he saw Tucker, he extended his arms as if to hug him. ‘Well, well, this must be my lucky day. Fancy running into my big bear again. Could this be destiny?’ He lowered his arms.  

‘I saw what happened,’ Tucker said. ‘Why were the cops taking Vanessa away?’

‘They had to go to the police station to make a statement. I need to as well but I will have to go in after work.’

‘Is that guy dead?’

‘Fortunately, no, but he was unconscious and they couldn’t revive him. I fear Rex may have gone overboard with his act of justice.’

‘Did they arrest Rex?’

‘No. I hope they won’t but if that man should
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