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      The air from the cooler wafts over my face, a welcome relief from the alcohol laden fug in the bar. It is busy tonight. Busier than a regular Friday.

      ‘Get used to it,’ Stan, the bar owner says, ‘It’ll be like this up until Christmas. Everyone and their dog’ll be here ordering up their Christmas cheer.’

      Plonking the wine into an ice filled bucket, I take it down the other end of the bar to the group of friends standing in a relatively quiet corner.

      ‘Thanks, Chris, you’re a star,’ blonde haired Lucie tells me, handing over her card.

      I flash her a smile and take it, tapping the charge before handing it back.

      ‘It’s busy tonight,’ her boyfriend Dave attempts to strike up a conversation, I can just hear him over the noise.

      Any other night I would have stopped and chatted with the group of friends I met on my first shift five months ago. I’ve gotten to know them pretty well. I catch a glimpse of Leena’s red hair and my heart does a flip. I hate to miss an opportunity to talk to her.

      ‘Yep,’ I say, glancing down the bar, which is now about four deep. A couple of those squashed up front direct daggers my way. ‘Gotta go,’ I say, reluctantly turning back to the waiting horde.

      ‘Come see us on your break,’ Tony yells over the din. ‘We’ll shout you a drink. You’ll need it by then.’ The blue-eyed tech genius winks.

      ‘Over here,’ a voice shouts, and that’s it, I’m rushed off my feet, literally.

      The bar I tended in uni was nothing like this swanky, Central London watering hole full of traders and techpreneurs who think the world revolves around them. I miss the few locals who haunted the pub back home.

      I don’t get my first break until after ten. Once Stan relieves me, I push my way through the bar towards Tony, hoping for a chance to talk tech, and maybe exchange a few words with the lovely Leena.

      ‘Mate, you look exhausted. Here, have some bubbles,’ Tony greets me, pushing a glass of sparkling liquid my way.

      I would have preferred a beer, but with what I get paid and the cost of living in London, I can’t afford to be choosy.

      ‘Thanks,’ I say, taking the glass and downing half in one go. As the bubbles evaporate on my tongue there’s a sharp tug on my taste buds, and moments later the alcohol rushes to my head.

      ‘So what’s happening tonight?’ I ask.

      ‘Well, I got a promotion.’ he points to the wine bottle. ‘Hence the bubbles.’

      ‘Congratulations, mate,’ I say, clapping him on the shoulder.

      He shrugs it off, almost embarrassed by the attention. ‘Lucie’s trying to organise us for New Year’s, and Leena’s bemoaning Christmas.’

      At the mention of her name, Leena towards us. ‘I’m not whingeing about Christmas, just work Christmas parties.’

      Under her gaze my heart pounds, and my palms sweat. My tongue swells to twice the size and I lose the power of speech. I’m forced to watch as Tony, who’s known the goddess Leena forever and is completely unaffected by her beauty, responds.

      ‘How does it go again? Why does it have to be on a weekend? Why do we have to take partners? Why is it so formal?’ He teases. ‘I don’t understand why you don’t pass and spend the night with us.’

      Leena punches Tony on the arm, and it’s not a lite tap either. ‘Yep, great idea, bozo. Not all of us are geniuses. Some of us have to schmooze the bosses to rise through the ranks.’

      She runs a hand through her thick, long hair, sweeping it off her face. ‘And it isn’t my fault all the men in my life are hooked up with my best friends.’ She flashes a grin at the girls, taking the sting from her words.

      Antonio holds up his hands. ‘Hey, I don’t have a girlfriend and you didn’t ask me.’

      Leena drapes an arm over his shoulder. ‘And any other night I would take you along. Unfortunately, Robert's told me about his plans for the weekend, and I won’t spoil that.’

      Antonio leans down and kisses the top of Leena’s head. ‘Yep, I’d have to do some quick talking if I ruined his surprise.’

      ‘What about Chris?’ Cecily says. ‘He’s not dating anyone?’ She turns sparkling blue eyes on me, an eyebrow raised in query.

      ‘Um…ah…no.’ Smooth bro, way to sweep a girl off her feet.

      I stare at the ground, trying to compose myself. I’ve a shift tomorrow night, that’s as good an excuse as any to get out of this awkward situation. When I look up, Leena is standing in front of me, cat green eyes level with mine, her face mock beseeching.

      ‘Would you, Chris? I promise it won’t be too much of a chore. It’s at a swanky place with great food and free drinks. And, who knows, you might meet someone you like.’

      ‘Go on, Chris,’ Cecily adds. ‘Some of her workmates are real pillocks—it’s all that startup venture capital bullshit. But there are also some cool people, and a few are techies so you might make some contacts.’ She slips her arm through Tony’s and leans her head on his shoulder.

      With the three of them staring at me, I want to say no, but the word is stuck in my throat.

      Ever since I met Leena all I’ve wanted to do is to ask her out, but I’ve never plucked up the courage. She is so confident, and beautiful, and… amazing—way out of my league.

      Don’t get me wrong, I do all right. Years of surfing have given me a decent body, which I keep toned in the local pool, and a tan that hasn’t faded much yet. When I look in the mirror, I‘m not horrified. I might not be Chris Hemsworth, but I’m a solid Liam.

      Still, if I could pluck up the courage to ask her out, this is not what I would plan for a first date—a work Christmas party with everyone getting drunk, trying too hard to enjoy themselves, and crying in their drinks at the end of the evening.

      ‘All right,’ I say. ‘I’ll go. Text me the details.’

      I thread my way back through the crowded bar to finish my shift, my stomach churning in a mixture of disappointment and anticipation.
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      I hunch into my borrowed coat as the damp permeates my bones in the way only London weather can. It’s supposed to snow tonight. The English always hope it’ll snow for Christmas. It’s such a big deal they even bet on it happening.

      As I turn into the East End street Leena texted me to pick her up from, I wonder how my family and friends are doing. A wave of sadness hits me. I pull out my phone and text my brother.

      Happy almost Christmas.

      It’s early morning in Sydney so I don’t expect a response. I’ll call tomorrow.

      My phone buzzes. Dude, it’s 5am.

      I chuckle. The barbie needs cleaning or there’ll be no prawns for Chrissie lunch.

      This time the response is immediate. Car’s packed. We’re heading up the coast in an hour. Christmas at the beach.

      Call you later, I end, wishing I was there. Perhaps next year I’ll be working in my dream job and I’ll head home for a proper Christmas in the sun.

      Ah, number 53, I’ve arrived. The building’s one of many redeveloped warehouses lining the street. Before pressing the button, I try to shake off my melancholy.

      So, I’m not at home, and this is not the first date I imagined with Leena. But, it is a date—anything could happen. A car pulls up behind me and honks as I press the buzzer.

      ‘Chris?’ A female voice asks over the intercom.

      ‘Yep.’

      ‘Is that the taxi too?’

      I turn to find a traditional London black cab idling by the curb. Cool. I can normally only afford the underground, so this’ll be something to tick off the bucket list.

      ‘Yep.’

      ‘I’ll be done in a mo.’

      Sheltering in the doorway out of the drizzle, I angle myself so I can see through the slat of safety glass. It’s uncomfortable compared to waiting in the cab, but I’m rewarded by a glimpse of Leena as she steps out of the lift.

      She’s wearing an off the shoulder sparkling emerald cocktail dress that clings to her curves in all the right places. By the time she joins me the dress is a slip of green hidden under a black coat she is doing up around the creamy skin of her neck.

      For a moment I wonder what it would be like to move the stray strands of hair out of the way and brush my lips across the skin peeking out from her collar. The moment is gone when she scolds me with a curt, ‘Chris, you should have waited in the cab.’

      I chuckle as I open the car door for her, and attempt to lighten the mood. ‘What, and have my mother’s voice in my head all evening berating me for my lack of manners?’

      Before she says anything to make things more awkward, I push the door shut and duck around the cab. I plonk into the seat on the other side, struggling to arrange my coat.

      ‘Where to, love?’ A west Indian accent drifts from the front. The cabbie’s already identified who is running this show.

      ‘The Hilton, Hyde Park, thanks,’ Leena says, settling back as the cabbie closes the window and slides away from the curb.

      ‘Thank you for doing this for me.’ Leena speaks to me, but stares out the window. ‘I hope it wasn’t too much trouble sorting a black-tie outfit on such short notice.’

      I don’t want to tell her that the only thing I'm wearing that I owned before this morning are my underwear and my shoes. Fortunately, Tony put me onto a great op-shop selling second-hand tuxes and dress shirts.

      ‘They’re last seasons or older, but they’re cheaper than renting,’ he’d told me.

      They were cheap and they had my size. While my suit and shirt spent some time in a two-hour dry cleaners, I nipped round to Tony’s to pick up a tie and coat. I’ll be living on baked beans for the next month, but it’ll be worth it—I hope.

      ‘No worries, I always travel with a suit,’  I joke, and she manages a weak smile.

      The conversation falters. Well, this is fun. I mentally shake myself. If this was any other night, or any other girl, I’d be chatting away trying to make a connection.

      ‘So, anything I need to know before we enter the lion’s den?’

      She pulls her gaze away from the passing scenery. ‘Sorry, Chris. I hate these things. I shouldn’t have dragged you into my nightmare.’

      Her fingers twist in her lap. She’s as nervous as I am—perhaps for a different reason, but at least it’s something we have in common. I smile, hoping to put her at ease.

      ‘I assure you, I’m perfectly house trained, and can even hold a half decent conversation. I won’t show you up.’

      My attempt at a joke falls flat. A stricken look crosses her face. ‘I didn’t mean...’

      ‘Leena, calm down. We’re going to eat a meal and a few with your workmates, and when you’ve put in a solid appearance we can leave. No one will be bored. No one will be embarrassed. And, if we’re lucky, we might have fun.’

      Her shoulders relax and she returns my smile. ‘You’re awfully sure of yourself given you haven’t met my workmates yet.’

      Good, this is the Leena I know—sassy and confident.

      ‘After working in a bar in London, I think I can handle anything they throw at me,’ I tell her.

      A frown creases her brow. ‘Ah, about that…’

      She doesn’t need to say it. Not everyone is comfortable dating a bartender.

      ‘It’s ok. You can tell them I’m here working on a pitch to Pinewood.’ I reassure her. ‘I won’t be offended.’

      Her smile returns. ‘You know, I forgot about your other job.’

      I laugh. ‘Hardly a job yet. My interview isn’t until after Christmas.’

      She takes my hand in hers and I almost don’t hear her words my heart is beating so fast. ‘Chris, don’t talk like that, even if you are joking. To get ahead in life you need to believe you will succeed.’

      ‘We’re here, love,’ the cabbie calls, and our brief moment of connection is gone.
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      The tiramisu melts in my mouth and I stifle a groan.

      “It’s good, isn’t it,’ Anabeth, the girl on my left says, her chocolate brown eyes twinkling.

      ‘Good doesn’t describe it,’ I tell her, rolling my eyes.

      She laughs and takes another spoonful.

      I turn to Leena, but she’s still talking to the head of finance sitting on her other side. Anabeth’s dinner companion is chatting to the waitress, or more specifically—chatting her up.

      ‘He’s a terrible flirt,’ she tells me.

      ‘Don’t you mind him flirting with other women?’

      She grins. ‘Hell no. He’s my brother, and I wish one of them would stick around long enough to take him off my hands.’

      Her brother half-turns, throws her a dirty look, then follows the waitress out of the dining room.

      Leena touches my arm and I turn to find her standing beside the man she has spent most of the evening speaking to. ‘Neville and I are headed to the bar to discuss an idea I’ve had,’ she tells me. ‘Do you want to join us?’

      My eyes drift to my half-eaten dessert, then back to her. ‘Perhaps when I’m finished,’ I say, but she’s already following her boss out.

      I finish the tiramisu, and Leena’s untouched one, and finish my coffee. Anabeth excuses herself to go find her brother and I head to the bar. Leena is surrounded by a gaggle of men preening and vying for her attention. I see I’m not needed and I head to the bar to order a whiskey.

      ‘Gin and tonic,’ a voice beside me says, and I move to allow Anabeth in beside me.

      She was bright and bubbly company over dinner, and I hope maybe she will stay for a bit and keep me company.

      ‘Lost your brother again?’

      She laughs, ‘Yes, but he’ll be back. It’s all about the chase for him.’

      In her heels she is almost as tall as I am. As she waits for her drink, I allow myself to appreciate her willowy form, showcased in a violet ankle-length lace number.

      ‘I see Leena’s still talking shop,’ she says, turning to me.

      We turn as one towards her group. Leena appears unaware of the hold she has over them as she debates the merits of investing in additional functionality for the app, and they follow her every word.

      ‘Yep,’ I say, unable to drag my gaze away.

      ‘You’ve got it bad, huh?’

      I force myself to turn away and pick up my drink.

      ‘Sorry, what was that?’

      She stares at me over the rim of her glass. ‘You’ve got the Leena bug. It’s okay. Most of the guys at work have it. We girls’d all hate her if she wasn’t so unaware of the effect she has on them.’

      I’m uncomfortable spilling my heart to a total stranger, especially one as attractive as Anabeth.

      ‘I’m just her plus one for a night out at a swanky restaurant.’

      ‘Sure.’ She quickly hides a brief flash of sympathy as she places her hand on my arm. ‘If you say so.’

      The sudden rush of heat from my neck to my face has me hoping I’m not actually blushing. Desperately to change the subject, I ask, ‘Do you work in finance too?’

      She tucks a strand of purple streaked silver hair behind an ear, revealing a dragon ear clip that brings a smile to my lips. She is so not what I expected from a workmate of Leena’s.

      ‘No, nothing that exciting. I’m a coding a new module for the app.’

      Anabeth’s brother choses that moment to join us.

      ‘So the waitress blew you off,’she teases him.

      He ignores her. ‘Don’t listen to her, Chris. She and her mates designed the app at uni, and she’s the only one they kept on after the buy-out.’

      I assess my companion with fresh eyes. She is intent on squishing the lime in her drink with the straw. Her brother’s comment has obviously made her uncomfortable, and I feel a protective urge to put her at ease.

      ‘Really? You’re millionaire coder?’ I joke.

      ‘I wish.’ She smiles shyly. ‘The buyout was small and I opted for shares in the company anyway. I won’t see a dime beyond my salary until we start making a profit.’

      ‘Smart move,’ I tell her. ‘From what Leena says, it’s going to be the new Twitter.’

      Her cheeks redden, and she seems to be finding her drink fascinating. I frantically think of something else to say to make this fey girl smile, but I’m distracted by a presence at my side.

      ‘I see you’re keeping yourself entertained, Chris,’ Leena purrs and my heart flips.

      ‘Yep. Anabeth and… um Robbie here are filling me in on the background to the app.’ Pleased I managed to string a coherent sentence together, I grin like an idiot.

      ‘Would you like to come and meet some of the board?’ she asks, linking her arm through mine.

      With her body this close, it’s difficult to think of anything other than what it might be like to pull her into my arms and kiss those cherry red lips. Unfortunately, her lure will not overcome my aversion to the men she’s with. A few months working in the pub has taught me I will never have anything in common with them.

      ‘Thanks,’ I tell her, ‘I’m fine here.’

      A frown creases her perfect brow, and she glances sidelong at Anabeth. ‘If you’re sure I can’t tempt you away…’ she pauses, giving me the chance to change my mind. When she realises I’m not moving, she says, ‘All right then.’

      I watch her body sway the sparkling green sheath as she returns to her group of admirers.

      ‘Interesting,’ Robbie says, bringing my attention back to the bar.

      I take a gulp of whiskey before asking, ‘What is?’

      ‘The ice queen seems to have a soft spot for you.’ He playfully punches me on the arm.

      I turn slightly so I can’t be tempted to look her way. ‘She was just being polite. Making sure I’m okay.’

      ‘Sure,’ Robbie says and slides onto a stool.

      In another room music starts up and a few people leave the bar. Anabeth and Robbie stay, and I notice Leena’s group does too.

      ‘So, Chris, what are you doing in London? Taking a year out and working as a waiter?’ Anabeth is the first person tonight to ask me anything about myself.

      I laugh. ‘Not a waiter, I work in a bar.’

      ‘Hopefully somewhere nice, away from all these London wankers… oops that was rude.’ She takes a gulp of her drink in an attempt to hide her embarrassment.

      I raise my eyebrows in mock surprise. ‘You don’t like your workmates?’

      She shrugs. ‘Not many of them, no.’

      ‘Well I’m not too keen on them either. I serve them—or people like them—and we have nothing in common.’

      ‘So why do you work there?’ Robbie asks.

      ‘One of mum’s old friends owns the bar. He’s let me have the room above for free. I couldn’t have afforded to come over and spend time in London otherwise.’

      Anabeth nods. Everyone who lives in London shares my pain. ‘Are you saving to do Europe?’

      I shake my head. ‘That wasn’t the plan.’

      Suddenly I’m shy about telling her why I’m in England. Everyone else glazes over and changes the subject when I talk about movies and animation. Only Tony has taken me seriously—helping me on my portfolio, and to hone my presentation.

      Anabeth tilts her head to the side and studies me for a moment. Perhaps sensing my discomfort, she says, ‘Sorry, I ask a lot of questions. You don’t have to answer.’

      ‘No, it’s ok.’ Suddenly I have the urge tell her about my job interview. ‘Since uni I’ve been working for a movie production company. I gave up my job to come over here to interview for the Pinewood special effects team. In my spare time brushing up my presentation and portfolio.’

      Anabeth’s eyes light up and she leans in. ‘Cool. What sort of special effects do you do?’

      ‘Mostly digital, but I’ve done some stop frame animation on short films,’ I tell her.

      ‘Anything I might know?’

      ‘Ana’s a movie buff,’ Robbie adds, before sliding off the stool. ‘If you guys are going to film talk, I’m going to dance.’ He saunters away in time to the music, scanning the crowd for a potential partner.

      ‘The short films were only released in Australia,’ I tell Anabeth.

      ‘What about the other movies you worked on?’

      ‘There’s an action one that should be coming out early next year,’ I admit.

      She frowns, ‘Action’s not really my thing…’

      ‘Mine neither, but you take the work where you can get it.’

      Anabeth chews her bottom lip, then blurts out, ‘Don’t I know it. I’m kinda not enjoying working for the startup as much as I thought I would. I think I’ll wait around for the next launch, and then I’m off.’

      ‘Will you do something yourself, or join another company?’

      ‘I’m not sure. I want to develop something that makes people’s lives better. Our app was supposed to do that, now they just want it to make more money. So… I’m thinking maybe freelance for a while.’

      I slip onto the bar stool Robbie vacated and order another drink. It’s so refreshing talking someone who understands about giving up work that isn’t particularly satisfying.

      ‘I’m hoping if I get into Pinewood I’ll get a bit more variety, and a bit more control over what I get to do,’ I tell her, and she nods in understanding.

      The next hour flies by as I start to enjoy myself for the first time tonight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Eavesdroppers Never Hear Good

          

        

      

    

    
      Out of the corner of my eye I catch Leena heading for the cloakrooms. Wondering if she’s thinking of leaving, I excuse myself and follow her towards the back lobby. I catch a glimpse of green as the door to the ladies’ room closes.

      Finding I need the men's room, I head there, thinking I’ll catch Leena on the way back. I finish up and am washing my hands when I hear disembodied female voices.

      One of them is definitely Leena. I step back. Yep, her voice is clear if I stand here. I nip into the cubical and close the door.

      Do I feel guilty? Hell no. What person doesn’t want to find out what’s being said about them by a girl they’re interested in?

      ‘—doesn’t see me as anything other than Tony’s friend.’

      If that’s me she’s talking about, then she couldn’t be more wrong.

      ‘Why don’t you let him know you fancy him. Anabeth certainly is,’ an unknown voice answers.

      She is? A smile curves my lips as I think of Anabeth leaning towards me, eagerly arguing why I should give Doctor Who a second chance. Or how she tucks her hair behind her ear when she’s making a point—like telling me books are always better than movies—the eyes of her dragon ear clip flashing in agreement.

      ‘I'm not so sure.’ Leena's voice interrupts my reverie. ‘I don’t want to lead him on. I mean, I’m not looking to make it into anything, I only want someone for tonight.’

      I’m good with that, I mentally send to her. One night can turn into two, or maybe more.

      ‘You’re a modern woman. You can do this.’

      Yes you can! I cheer her on.

      ‘I don’t know…’

      ‘If you were a man, we wouldn’t be having this conversation. He’d do it without all this soul searching.’

      Woah, hold on there. Not all men. Besides, I would be using tonight to convince Leena we could have so much more.

      Would you though? The devil on my other shoulder weighs in. So far she hasn’t shown any interest in you, and she just called you Tony’s friend, not my friend.

      Shh, I tell it. I’m listening. But I’m too late. The only noise coming from next door is the echo of a door closing.

      I let myself out of the cubicle and head back to the bar, hopeful tonight will end exactly as I’d hoped. I can see Leena’s dress through the door. In a couple of strides I’m beside her.

      ‘Are you ready to go?’ I ask, hoping after the conversation I overheard she’ll say yes.

      She doesn’t answer, but carries on searching the room. Was I wrong? Was she talking about someone else? The group she was with had found a bank of chairs, and they’re waving her over. She holds up a finger, then turns to me.

      ‘I want to leave,’ she tells me. Her eye-slide towards the group suggests otherwise. ‘But I’ll never have another opportunity like this to put my ideas to the board members. You understand, don’t you?’

      She reaches up and runs her fingers along the lapel of my suit, and my eyes focus on her hand. I do understand, and I would do the same if it were my career. I open my mouth to tell her just that, but don’t get a chance. She grabs my tie and tugs me into a darkened corner, before pulling my head towards hers.

      Her lips are firm on mine, taint of whiskey and something sweet. My mouth is moving against hers and I can’t think of anything else but her lips on mine and the warmth spreading from my belly. She nips at my lower lip and I snake an arm around her back, intending to pull her against me. She steps back before I can tighten my grip.

      ‘Later,’ she says, her eyes sparkling as she sashays away.

      My eyes follow her, but not with longing. Leena is an accomplished, sexy woman, and her kiss promising more later was more than I could have expected from tonight. I should be elated, but instead I feel…empty.

      I drag my gaze away, confused, to lock eyes with Anabeth across the room. The hurt I find there adds to the rush of emotion. She draws her bottom lip between her teeth, shakes her head, then turns on her heel. In moments she disappears towards the coat check.

      My body is frozen in place. I half turn towards Leena, thinking I’d join her. No, they don’t want me with them, any more than I want their company. I return my attention to Anabeth in time to see her enter the lift.

      The only reason I’ve enjoyed this evening is leaving and still I can’t force my body to move. At the very least I should apologise to her. But for what? Leena kissed me. And why does that matter to Anabeth? It’s not like we had anything going? Or did we?

      Then it hits me like a punch to the stomach and my legs start moving of their own accord. Weaving through the tables I find the universe is against me, slowing me down as people move chairs or themselves into my path, forcing me to dodge obstacles.

      Finally, I’m out. The coat check takes an age to find my coat. I haul it on as I rush down the stairs hoping to catch Anabeth’s lift in the lobby. I’m too late.

      Zigzagging through a surprisingly busy entranceway, I push the heavy glass doors and search the street for her. There she is, a couple of blocks away, walking, heading back into Central London.
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      ‘Anabeth.’ My voice is muffled by the drone of traffic. Doesn’t this city ever sleep?

      I glance warily up at the cloud laden sky. The incessant London drizzle has stopped, but the ground is still slippery underfoot as I take off at a brisk walk after her.

      Anabeth is fast, even in heels. I almost catch her up around Archway, but the lights change before I can get there. I call again. Why is she ignoring me? I fall into pace with her around Green Park.

      ‘Anabeth,’ I say, tapping her on the shoulder.

      She starts, half turns towards me with a can of something in her hand, then relaxes. Placing the container back in her bag, she reaches up and takes out her ear pods.

      I shake my head. ‘Are you mad? You shouldn’t be walking alone at night round here, let alone with ear pods in.’

      Her hand sweeps out, gesturing to the passing cars. ‘I’m not alone. Besides I’ve done karate for years. And if that doesn’t work, I always have pepper spray handy.’

      ‘Still, a woman alone…’

      ‘A woman should be able to walk alone wherever and whenever she wants, just as a man does. I refuse to be limited by my gender.’

      She glares at me all purple under the street lights, and fierce as. I can’t help it, I smile at her. This is not how I thought this would go. Then again, I’m not sure what I expected when I ran out after her. Now I’m standing there, all goofy and tongue-tied and unsure what to do next.

      ‘Ah… at least let me walk you home,’ I say, feeling seventeen and taking Kylie Simons to our Year 12 Formal awkward—all arms and legs, and commonsense gone.

      ‘Why?’

      The single word is like a slap to my senses. Why should she let me walk her home? Why do I want to walk her home? Why am I here? Or all of the above?

      ‘Because it’s the right thing to do,’ I tell her, and it sounds weak to my own ears— more so after her speech on female independence.

      She blows out a breath and the anger drains from her body. ‘Chris, go back to Leena. You clearly have something more going on there than you let on.’

      Leena? In my rush to catch Anabeth I’d forgotten about her. I should let her know where I am. Or, will she even notice I’m gone until she’s ready for her booty call?

      Anabeth, taking my moment of confusion as a sign we’re done, turns on her heel and carries on walking. I fall into step beside her. We continue alongside Green Park for a while. Anabeth doesn’t put her ear buds back in, which I take as a good sign.

      As we turn onto St. James Street we still haven’t spoken, and the silence is like a weight between us. I have to say something, but everything running through my head at the moment is perhaps not best discussed with the woman walking beside me—well not if I want to make a good impression that is.

      There is no way I can explain that for months I have fantasised about dating Leena, about holding her in my arms and getting to know every luscious inch of her body. And less than half an hour ago I had her right where I wanted her. Yep, that would really go down well.

      Now I’m here because Anabeth left, and my world quaked. All I could think of as I walked to catch her up was, what if I never saw her again? I’d never know whether she thought the new Taika Waititi film was funny or not? And I promised to show her why Vegemite on toast is so great.

      Silly things to be thinking of, and not things I can say out loud now to break this uncomfortable silence. How can I tell her I couldn’t let all those little things we spoke about, of those possibilities of future conversations, disappear for a kiss, or a one-night stand.

      So, I don’t say any of that. Instead, I ask, ‘Do you live close?’

      A half-smile appears at the edge of her lips, showing off a dimple. ‘Worried you won’t be able to find your way back?’ she asks.

      I pull out my phone. ‘Google Maps,’ I say. ‘Just wondering how far a crazy English woman is prepared to walk alone at night, in high heels when it’s threatening to snow.’

      That brings on a full-on chuckle. ‘We Brits always hope it will snow around Christmas. And it always threatens, but never does.’

      ‘So?’

      ‘I live in a flat over a bookshop on Charing Cross Road. Not too much further.’

      I raise an eyebrow. ‘Man, that must cost a bit to rent.’

      ‘Are all you Aussies so blunt?’ she asks.

      Her tone is humorous, so I know I haven’t offended her. ‘Probably,’ I say.

      ‘I work Saturdays for my uncle in the shop, and in return he doesn’t charge me too much for the flat. It suits me because it’s walking distance to work, and I love books.’

      ‘Nice,’ I say.

      Now the lull in the conversation feels normal. All too soon we arrive at the National Gallery and turn the corner, entering Trafalgar Square. My breath catches, and when Anabeth stops walking I realise I must have sighed out loud.

      Trafalgar Square is pretty iconic at the best of times, and I often have to pinch myself when I walk around it to make sure I’m really here. At night time, under the glow of lights, with a dark, cloudy sky as a backdrop, it’s breathtaking.

      Something cold touches my nose, and I’m about to curse the London rain when the world becomes a vision of glitter and ice as snow begins to fall. My mouth stretches into the widest grin and I allow Anabeth to haul me into the square.

      I stretch my arms out and spin around like a child, giddy with the joy of it. When I stop, Anabeth is watching me, her eyes bright with laughter, enjoying my happiness.

      At that moment the world fades, there is only Anabeth and me. I step towards her. A flash of fear crosses her face and I pause.

      ‘Why are you here, Chris?’

      ‘For this,’ I say as I pull her closer.

      My eyes lock with hers and I lower my head, brushing her lips gently with mine. When she doesn’t pull away, I close my eyes and deepen the kiss. Wrapping my arms around her, her warmth presses against me, and I shudder as her fingers reach up and tangle themselves in my hair.

      Her body moulds to mine as if it has always meant to be there, and intense heat melts my limbs. My last coherent thought is, ‘Yes, I’m here for this.’
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      I thread my way through the crowded streets, rushing against the flow of people. My stiff fingers struggle to obey as I try to fit my earrings through the holes in my lobes without losing my phone. Everyone else is heading to the harbour for a view of the fireworks as I hurry through the cobbled streets of Sydney’s Rocks to join my friends.

      When I’d organised to meet everyone at Antonio’s for midnight, I’d had no idea my shift in the Accident and Emergency Department wouldn’t end until an hour before midnight.

      My phone pings, it’s Kelli: Margarita waiting for you. Get here already. I don’t have time to answer if I want to be there before the fireworks signal in the new year.

      I risk a quick glance at my phone screen—11:50. The band will be playing their last couple of songs. The wait staff will be rushing between the tables making sure everyone has a drink for midnight. My friends will be right up the front, dancing in a group, hyped to be together to farewell the old year.

      Ouch! My heel catches in a crack in the pavement, and wrenches slightly. I give it a tentative wriggle. Whew, it’s just a twinge. I need to pay attention to where I’m going. Not far now, and I don’t want to fall at the last hurdle.

      I’m moving faster as the number of people in the back streets dwindles. Music from the concert playing under the Harbour Bridge is an eerie backdrop to the click clack of my heels hitting the cobble stones.

      Almost there. I round the corner and can see the bouncer standing outside the restaurant entrance about halfway down the street. He’s talking to a group of people. I speed up as the three couples stalk off angrily in the opposite direction and he shrugs his shoulders. My stomach churns. This isn’t looking good.

      Ping! My phone again. I can’t risk checking Kelli’s message. I run the last couple of steps to Antonio’s, no mean feat in these heels. Another couple are in front of me, and the bouncer is turning them away. ‘Sorry, it’s packed inside, I can’t let anyone in until someone comes out.’

      Their heads hang and they push past me to try another option back along the street.

      ‘Hi Tony,’ I say in greeting, confident my friends will have sorted my late entry with our favourite restaurant’s regular doorman.

      My phone pings, and Kelli’s message flashes: Too late, they’ve shut the doors. I glance up into Tony’s sad brown eyes. ‘Sorry, darl, I’m under strict orders—it’s strictly one in one out.’

      I almost drop to the pavement there and then. The only thing stopping me is that my retro orange tone shift dress is new. My mind goes blank as I stare at the plate glass window framing the revellers inside.

      What now? Back down to the harbour to see the New Year in with strangers? My weary body tells me it’s not worth it. Without my friends to celebrate it’s just another night. My exhausted mind agrees. After a twelve-hour shift today, home is sounding mighty good.

      I turn to head there. My phone pings and I glance down, Sorry :-(.

      ‘Ten,’ the crowd inside calls.

      My heel catches between two cobbles and, as I attempt to right myself, my phone falls to the ground. I would have followed if not for two strong arms wrapping around me, setting me back on my feet.

      ‘Nine.’

      ‘Thank you,’ I say, expecting Tony to let me go.

      ‘Eight.’

      Instead I find myself pec height, facing a Pink Floyd retro t-shirt—and a well-muscled chest it is too, I acknowledge as my fingers spread across its firm planes. At the same time, it works out this is not Tony.

      ‘Seven.’

      ‘Are you okay?’ A deep voice asks. I raise my eyes and find myself captured by startling cornflower blue eyes rimmed with lashes most girls would die for.

      ‘Six.’

      My heart is pounding, and my limbs tingle as a slow warmth spreads from my belly as it leans in to firm male flesh. I nod, unable to pull a coherent sentence together.

      ‘Five.’

      His mouth breaks into a lazy smile. My heart flutters, and my eyes widen with surprise at the desire coursing through me. Come on, it hasn’t been that long since Ben and I broke up.

      ‘Four.’

      An arm releases me and my rescuer reaches to tuck long wavy brown hair behind his ear. My eyes follow the muscled forearm, before taking a step away. I need some distance to get my head straight.

      ‘Three.’

      His grin widens as if he knows the affect he is having on me. My heel catches again and the arm around my waist tightens, before steadying me back towards the footpath.

      ’Two.’

      ‘I think you should stick to the path,’ he purrs as he hands me my phone.

      ‘Thank you,’ I say, proud my power of speech has recovered.

      ‘One.’

      ‘Oh, the pleasure is all mine,’ he says, his eyes darkening, and I see my rising desire reflected there.

      Thwiff. The sky lights up with the first of the fireworks.

      ‘Happy New Year.’

      His head lowers and as his lips touch mine my body explodes. I reach up, locking my fingers behind his neck and pull him closer, my lips greedily tasting him. My fingers entwine in the long locks of his hair as his arms pull me to him until my body is melded to his.

      His tongue parts my lips and teases the inside of my mouth, sending shivers down my spine. His hands run down my back and every nerve in my body is attuned to him. I am on the brink of an abyss. Time stops and all there is his him and I, and the fireworks we’re making and I lose myself to the moment.

      ‘Harry. HARRY!’

      The insistent call comes from close by, and my lips are slowly released.

      ‘Busy here, mate.’ His breath caresses my cheek as he speaks.

      ‘Breaks over.’

      Regret slides across his face. He nuzzles into my neck and I moan softly. Raising his head, he softly kisses may lips once more.

      ‘I’ll be finished in an hour. Meet me inside?’ he whispers.

      I nod, unable to speak.

      His lips brush lightly against mine, then my knight in shining armour jogs down the alleyway and disappears round the back of the restaurant.

      Before my body has cooled from his touch an arm slips through mine. ‘Since you couldn’t get in, we thought we’d join you out here. Let’s go party at the harbour,’ Kelli says.

      In moments I am surrounded by my group of laughing, tipsy friends, who drag me back the way I have come. I glance over my shoulder, half-thinking to go back, before I allow myself to be carried away by the flow.
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