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Date One

B eckman’s heart sank as a familiar gudre entereé the caf.T

where oas np ypint in lppkinu aoa,b vdr,inu his npse in the 
cpIee cdyb pr ohiyyinu dy a vppk tp cp(er his faceT

Note to self: always carry a book.
w,ler opdlé nptice himT 1t oas a fpreupne cpncldsipn vecadse )23b 

like heb w,ler opdlé ve scpdrinu the rppm fpr yptential cdstpmersb 
)O3 thinus aloa,s oent riuht fpr w,lerb ané )M3 Beckman’s yerspnaliseé 
license ylate opdlé stané pdt in a small yarkinu lptT

Af cpdrseb it oasn’t imypssivle that w,ler opdlé nptice him ané 
iunpre himT Ja,ve e(en pIer a cpdrtepds npéT

Courteous—Tyler? Ha!
Ht times like theseb the -aos theme oprmeé intp Beckman’s heaéT 

xe syieé the mpment w,ler yainteé pn a uppéqnatdreé eCyressipnb 
v,yasseé the shprt reuister Rdedeb ané lasereé in pn his cpqoprkerT

Beckman initiateé a lppk pf cheer, hdmpdrb siyyeé his traéitipnal 
ve(eraue npnchalantl,b ané oaiteé tp feel the spft imyressipn frpm 
mdltiyle rpos pf shark, yearl, ohitesT
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QSrpssinu vpdnéaries npob Beck,j wsk tskT’
?esyite man, ,ears pf enédrinu w,ler Ldittle’s innpcent ,et pIenq

si(e nicknameb it ne(er vpdnceé pI Beckman oithpdt an inner oinceT 
xe’é ui(en dy hpye that the man opdlé gnall, realise that the uentl, 
yatrpnisinu Yive haé np eIectT Ar opdlé uet vpreé oith itT Ar cpme 
dy oith spmethinub if npt vetterb at least differentT

1unprinu the term pf npnqenéearment )as dsdal3b Beckman fpq
cdsseé pn the alleuatipn pf a territprial infractipnT w,ler haé maée an 
errpr vecadse he éién’t get itT Pike he éién’t get opmenT Ar Beckman’s 
(astl, éiIerent yerspnaT Ar the cpnceyt pf uenerall, veinu yleasantT

QHfternppn tp ,pd tppb w,lerT 1 uet ohere ,pd’re cpminu frpmb 
sp ydt aoa, the oiseassT —eahb sp this vranch is npt insiée m, sales 
yatchb vdt it’s npt (ervptenT ‘either is takinu a éamn hpliéa, in the 
Wpckies if 1 oantT 1’m érinkinu cpIeeb npt tr,inu tp steal ,pdr precious 
cdstpmersT’

w,ler Ldittle’s yerfect vlde e,esb set intp his rpudish faceb narrpoeé 
as he spduht vldI in Beckman’s éefenceT whenb e,einu his cplleaude 
oaril,b as if he’é thrpo a ydnch pr mpryh intp a dnicprnb he easeé intp 
the mpdléeé vlack ylastic seat pyypsiteT QNdrej’

Beckman merel, siyyeé his vreoT Q?p 1 lppk that édmv tp sneak 
pntp ,pdr territpr,j’

w,ler npééeé slpol,b acceytinu this at face (aldeT QBe a éamn siuht 
easier if ,pd oeren’t pvsesseé oith this ylaceT —pd knpob cpIee’s cpfq
feeT’

The nerve of the man.
Q1 hayyen tp like SpIee Elanetb pka,j Np 1’m avpdt fpdr miles p(er 

,pdr vpréerj Pi(e ané let li(eT 1’ll ve upne in top mindtesT’
Q’Sps if 1 catch ,pd yitchinu tpV’
QBlpo it pdt ,pdr assb w,lerT’
QFas,b Beck,b eas,T’
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whe, mentall, circleé each pther fpr a mindteT whe,’é yrpvavl, 
épne a millipn laysb pn ané pIb p(er the ,ears the,’é oprkeé tpuether at 
whe Eeuasds SprypratipnT Beckman sldryeé his sppnqtpqveqtppqcplé 
vlack americanpT

w,ler érdmmeé his gnuers pn the tavleT QHn, hpt ylans tpniuhtj Bdt 
oh, ép 1 askb hdhj’ xe smirkeéT

Pesser men opdlé ha(e ydt their gsts thrpduh the man’s faceT 
Pdckil,b the anuel pn Beckman’s shpdléer haé lpnu aup vlinéeé the 
pyypsinu ée(ilb dsinu searinul, ohite starcheé rpvesb cadsinu the little 
reé ud, tp tpyyle g(e feet tp his éeath ané imyale himself pn his triéent 
fpr uppé measdreT

Q-dst a reudlar “riéa,b oiné dy the oprkinu oeekT 1 opn’t ask avpdt 
,pdT’

‘pnethelessb w,ler uranéstanéeéT Qxa(inu Kalentine’s at hpme 
oith -ennahT’

Q-ennahj DpoT what’s p(er a oeek npoT 1s that a recpréj’
QSan itb Beck,T’
QBarel, pnce a éecaée ép oe uet a opmanb vesiées Jiss Bb at the 

p”ceb vdt ,pd épn’t hanu avpdtT Hné she’s stickinu oith ,pd e(en 
after her topqoeek lpcdm stretchj 4déps tp ,pdb w,lerT 4déps tp ,pdT’

Beckman aloa,s calleé the vpss’ EH :Jisszb e(en thpduh neither he 
npr an,pne else at Eeuasds haé an, clde avpdt ohether she oas cdrq
rentl, marrieéb haé e(er veen marrieéb haé veen reyeateél, marrieéb 
avhprreé marriaueb éateé the vpssb hateé the vpssb oas marrieé tp the 
Ypv pr marrieé tp the mpvT

xe alsp felt she haé a spft sypt fpr himb althpduh she miuht ha(e 
veen fakinu it ané haé a spft sypt fpr e(er,vpé,b npvpé,b the Ypvb the 
mpvb the vpssb the hdsvanéb the npnqhdsvanéb the eCqhdsvanéb the 
fdtdre hdsvanéb pr lpnu e(eninus at hpme oith a kilp tdv pf salteé 
caramel ice creamT
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Ane trdism remaineéG she oas Af 1néeterminate Hue ané haé req
maineé sp fpr the last ele(en ,earsT Nhe manaueé tp ayyear like she 
cpdlé be gft, ané look thirt,b ané alsp be thirt, ané look gft,T Nimdltaq
nepdsl,T 1t oas a hell pf a trickT

w,lerVohp  opdlé  tr,  it  pn  oith  an,  female  ypssessinu  a 
ydlseVhaé oisel, left Jiss B alpneT whe same oasn’t trde pf the 
dnfprtdnate -ennahb ohp’é steyyeé in ohen the EH haé tp take emerq
uenc, yerspnal timeT

w,ler’s ua6e auain érilleé intp Beckman’s spdlb searchinu fpr the 
…annelb vdt Beckman oas tpp uppé at fake yleasantr, tp ve éiscp(ereéT 
wen ,ears syarrinu oith wT Ldittle haé pileé his vattle armpdr nicel,T

QDellb -ennah knpos a uppé thinuT 4npos hpo tp keey a ud, hayy, 
tppT De’re uettinu takeqpdtb ané 1’m oatchinu spme hppys oith a feo 
veersT’

Q—pd plé rpmanticT’
w,ler shrduueéT Q1f she’s hayy,b gneT’
QPet’s see if she’s still cdrleé dy oith ,pd this time neCt ,earT Ar e(en 

mpnthT’
QPike 1’é listen tp éatinu aé(ice frpm ,pdb Beck,T Hvpdt as mdch 

dse as takinu tiys avpdt the YpvT Dhat are ,pdb avpdt half m, tptalj’
Q1 épn’t oatch pther yepyle’s sales ndmversT Daste pf timeT’
w,ler sneereéT Q—eahb tpp éeyressinub 1 udessT’ xe yatteé the tavle 

like a érdmb then rpseT Qxa(e a veadtifdl oeekenéT Na, hellp tp ,pdr 
li6aréT’

when he leftT
Q1t’s a lepyaré ueckpb’ Beckman vreatheé tp npvpé,T
Hri6pna’s “evrdar, toiliuht oas fallinu as he reacheé his ayartq

ment vdiléinuT 1t haé veen a yrett, slpo oeekVpnl, 2O2O miles pf 
rpaésVvdt he oas lppkinu fproaré tp uettinu insiée ané shdttinu 
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pdt the p(erqcpmmercial oash pf hearts ané …poers ohich sdvsdmeé 
spciet,T

H éeli(er, ud, stppé at the éppr pf the ayartment pyypsiteT ‘pt the 
yarcel pr takeqpdt kinéVmpre inéi(iédalT whe pnl, clde that he oas a 
éeli(er, ud, oas that he oas éeli(erinu spmethinuT Npmethinu oith a 
smellT H uppé smellT

Qwhanksb’ saié F-b the resiéentT Beckman senseé she meant uratitdée 
vdt that her heart oasn’t in itVlike she’é préereé a neo oristoatch 
anéb in the meantimeb sdIereé a lpoerqarm amydtatipnT

Qxa(e a uppé niuhtb’ ?eli(er, 8d, chiryeéT
Q—eahT’
Beckman npééeé the cdstpmar, ‘e(er 8pinu wp Nee —pd Huain 

hellpquppév,e tp the ud, as he yasseéb then retdrneé his attentipn tp 
F- as she lifteé the top vaus insiée her épproa,T

Qxib F-T’ 
xe’é ne(er veen tplé ohat F- stppé fprb askeéb pr eCyecteé tp gné 

pdtT F- likeé tp ve calleé F-b ané yrpvavl, pnl, her yarentsb clpse 
frienésb pr vp,friené kneo the F ané the - pf itT Nhe li(eé acrpss 
the hallb oas yleasantb tppk in his éeli(eries ohile he oas pdt )he 
oas dsdall, pdt vdt préereé little3b ané the, eCchanueé mpre yassinu 
cpn(ersatipn than he éié oithb fpr eCamyleb éeli(er, ud,sT 

Qxe,b BeckmanT —pd’re hpmeT Jeans it’s the oeekenéT’
xe …asheé a smileT QHné Kalentine’sb épn’t fpruetT Hlthpduh 1 see 

,pd éién’tT Ar -erpme éién’t fpruetT’
Nhe trieé tp resypné oith a smileb vdt it Rdickl, tdrneé dysiée 

éponT QwhanksT J, iéeaT Baé iéeab as it tdrns pdtT’
xe mp(eé clpserb cdripdsT Q—pd pka,j’
Nhe siuheé a tprnaépT QDe vrpke dyT’
Qwpéa,j’ he askeé in éisveliefT
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Q—eahT’ Nhe shrduueéT Qxe tppk pIence at me oearinu the trpdsers 
ané pruanisinu a rpmantic niuht inT wplé me npt tp oaste mpne, pn 
a fanc, yri(ate chef hpme préerT’ Nhe ua(e a madélin chdckleT Q“inal 
straoT Npb here oe areT xdnéreé vdcks oprth pf p(ereatinu stpmq
achqache fpr me tpmprrpoT’ Nhe ydsheé a strané pf lpnu vrpon hair 
aoa, frpm her e,esT Qxe sdre yickeé a éa,T’

Qwhat sdcksb F-T’ xe pIereé the mpst s,myathetic lppk in his arseq
nalT

Nilence clanueé in the shprt cprriéprT
Q—pd upt an,thinu ylanneéj’
xe kneo she’é askeé pdt pf yplitenessT 1t oas imypssivle tp li(e 

pyypsite Beckman Nyiers ané npt nptice that there oas npthinu tp 
npticeT

Q—pd knpob feet dyb préer a takeqpdtT 1t’s Ydst a “riéa,T’
QDhat a yairb hdhj’
Q—eahT’ 
—et he haén’t mp(eé his ke, tpoarés the ke,hpleT Npmethinu hdnu 

in the airT Hn ayyrpachinu dnknponb vdt npt like the syectre pf w,lerT 
1n factb if there oas a tdne yla,inu in his heaéb it oas mpre like that pf 
an ice cream trdck tdrninu intp the streetT

QPppkb Beckmanb this is cra6,b vdt ép ,pd oant tp sa(e ,pdrself a 
yhpne callb ané me udilt ané inéiuestipnb ané ui(e me a hané oith 
thisj’ Nhe uestdreé tp the vausb ohpse mpdthqoaterinu scent oas npo 
as mdch a featdre pf the en(irpnment as the dneCyecteé dncpmfprtq
avleness pf the sitdatipnT

QFr0’
Q‘pt like a dateb’ she clarigeé oith a smileT
Q-dst neiuhvpdrs sharinu a viteT’
QNdreT 1unpre the :“pdrteenthz yartT -dst0 a “riéa,T’
What’s there to lose? She’s nice enough. And I am hungry.
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Sure, she might stab me with a kitchen knife as in loco revenge for 
simply being a man—but that’s pretty unlikely.

xe smileéT QNdreb F-T Nhame tp oaste uppé fppéT’
Dhile F- hdstleé dy crpcker,b Beckman ua6eé arpdné the li(inu 

areaT
Nhe cpllecteé miceT
where oere ylastic pnesb metal pnesb enamel pnesb ulass pnesb ané 

oppllen pnesT Biub meéidmb smallT Ninul,b in familiesT An the shel(es 
ané the oinépo sill ané the tavle ané the …pprT H hanéqéraon sticker 
pf a mpdse ypkeé its heaé pdt frpm a semiqcircdlar vlack sticker pn the 
skirtinuT

1t oas mpre0 cdtes, than he eCyecteé pf herVcertainl, fpr a 
selfqyrpclaimeé trpdserqoearer ané éinnerqpréererT

whe, satT 
Nhe slié a Bdé acrpss the tavle ané raiseé hersT Qwhanksb neiuhvpdrT’
xe shrduueéT Q1 opdlé pnl, ha(e sat acrpss the hall ané oprrieé 

if ,pd’é ve pka,T’ xe érankT Q—pd knpob laié aoakeb oaitinu fpr the 
anudisheé oails pf the dnfairl, édmyeéT’

QAhb épn’t oprr,T 1 édmyeé himT Neems like the oa, tp a man’s 
heart isn’t aloa,s thrpduh his stpmachT’

Qwhe yrpvlem is that the stpmach is aloa,s receyti(eb vdt the vrain 
isn’tT Hn,oa,b his lpssT’ xe realiseé that cpdlé ve miscpnstrdeé as H 
EassT Qwhe fppéb 1 meanT’

Q1 éié uppéb hdhj’
xe ée(pdreé anpther mpdthfdl pf yerfect yprk vell,T Q8pdrmet 

takeqpdt ma, ve m, neo fa(pdrite thinuT 1f 1 e(er uet the pccasipnT’
QJa,ve if oe’re vpth still sinuleb ,pdr ylace same time neCt ,earj’ 

xer oink shpoeé the oprés oere uppéqnatdreé ,et seripdsT
QHnpther Kalentine’s tp rememver fpr all the orpnu reaspnsj Pet’s 

hpye nptT’
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QHnptherj’ xer vrpo fdrrpoeéT
Q1 mean rememver fpr the ohple npnqKalentine’sb mdstqtr,qharéer 

feelinuT’
QAhb épn’t oprr,b 1’(e haé a feoT’
Q1 hear ,pdT’
Please don’t ask about them, EJ, okay? I’m enjoying a nice platonic 

face-stuffing here, trying to keep your emotional head above water. Let’s 
not go dredging up my scant dating history.

QNpdnés pminpdsb BeckmanT’
Q‘pyeT Aminpds imylies a éeyartdre frpm the nprmT 1t’s Ydst anq

pther miéq“evrdar, éa,T’ xe éraineé his veerT Q1 certainl, ne(er upt 
édmyeé pn this éa, in histpr,b sp ,pd’re pne dy pn me thereT’

Nhe snprteéT Q8p meT Winu pdt the vellsT’
Qxe,b 1’m np eCyertb vdt ,pd’re yrpvavl, vetter pIT 1t’s oprse ohen 

,pd can’t see the oarninu siuns ané ené dy li(inu a lieT 1f -erpme oasn’t 
Jister Wiuhtb then it’s vetter tp gné pdt sppner than laterT’

Qwhat spdnés like it cpmes frpm the heartT’
xe shppk his heaéT QNao it pn AyrahT’
Nhe sniuuereéT Q—pdb Ayrahj’
QDhat can 1 sa,j wen ,ears pf mptel wK ané tpp mdch timeT’
QNpb npt at hpme mpst Kalentine’sj’
QPike 1 saiéb it’s a éa,T Npme yepyle are in the heartsqanéq…poersb 

canélelit éinners camyT whpse oithpdt the meansb mpti(e ané pyyprq
tdnit, aren’tT’

QDellb 1 left the canéles in the cdyvparéT what opdlé ha(e veen tpp 
oeiréT’

Q—eahT’
Nhe helé dy a mpllif,inu hanéT Q‘pt that ,pd’re npt a nice ud,b 

BeckmanT 1’m sdre ,pd’é ve the chpcplatesqanéqkisses t,ye0 fpr the 
riuht uirlT’
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Qwhanksb F-T “i(e ,ears pf takinu in m, p(ersi6eé mail ané sa,inu 
hpoé,b ané sdééenl, ,pd’ll vreak vreaé pn a mpmentpds éa, ané sa, 
soeet thinusj -erpme is an assT’

QDasT’
H oprr, lanceé thrpduh his vrainT Qxe is upne0 riuhtj ?pes he ha(e 

a ke,j 1 meanV’ xe lppkeé arpdné ner(pdsl,T
QDhat’s dyj Shill pdtT’
Q1f he catches meb 1 vrdise easil,T’
QSatches ,pdj De’re ha(inu a frienél, éinnerT’
QWe knpo thatb’ he saiéT
Qxe’s npt a (iplent ud,T’
Qwp opmenb ma,veT’
Nhe shrduueéT Q—pd’é hplé ,pdr ponT’
QNdééenl,b 1’m ydnchinu him pn ,pdr vehalfj Hfter top veers ané 

a vell,fdl ,pd yaié fprj’
Qwhere are top kinés pf menb BeckmanT whe ohite kniuhtsb ané the 

pnes the ohite kniuhts sa(e the maiéens frpmT Dhich are ,pdj’ Nhe 
smileé knpoinul,T

Jeez. In that case, reckon I need to head down to Horses And Armour 
R Us.

QDellb npo ,pd ydt it like thatb’ he saiéT
QWelaCT 1’é yrpvavl, ydnch him grstT’
Collecting mice and throwing punches. Interesting combo, EJ.
Nhe cpllecteé the ylatesT QJenb hdhj’
Q—eahT Nprr, fpr dsT’
Hfter éessertb he steaéfastl, remaineé at the tavleb hpyinu she 

opdlén’t oant tp retire tp the spfaT what opdlé ve tpp cps, ané 
riskeé the imyrpmytd uetqtpuether crpssinu intp anpther éimenq
sipnVa mpre Kalentineq, pneT
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‘pt that it opdlén’t ve oelcpmeV(er, p(erédeb in factVané F- 
haé man, attracti(e RdalitiesT

1t simyl, opdlén’t ve riuhtT wpp pyyprtdnisticT wpp reboundT wpp 
nptqohiteqkniuhtT

But the nice guy approach has hardly reaped stellar rewards, has it, 
buddy? Time for a change? Maybe get down off that high horse, shed 
that armour, and take a chance once in a while?

Except those leopard spots are glued on pretty fast. Besides, nice guy 
approach implies an actual strategy—a mask. A plan, a front.

You’re just Beckman, Beckman.
Np the, haé cpIee at the tavleb talkeé avpdt mice ané takeqpdts ané 

his life pn the rpaé ané her life vehiné a cpmydter screen ané npis, 
Jr xdvvish dystairs ané little pf cpnseRdenceT

Hné he opnéereé ifb shpdlé the, ve at his ayartment this time neCt 
,earVas she’é Ypkeéb he miuht up cra6, ané ydt a canéle pn the tavleT 
8et a vpC pf chpcplates as a sdryriseT Hsk her avpdt the F ané the -T 
xe miuht e(en tell her he haé mpnpchrpmatic (isipnT 1t éién’t make 
a éiIerenceVshe oas a vrdnette oith vrpon e,esb slimb ané avpdt a 
hané shprter than heT

And apparently doesn’t take a single guy for a loser.
wen p’clpck chimeé pn a smallb tinn,b mpdseqthemeé clpckT
QJa,ve this is pne tp rememver fpr the riuht reaspnsj’ she sduuestq

eéT 
xe interyreteé that as a uentle instrdctipn tp take his lea(eT Q1t veat 

veinu alpneb fpr sdreT’
xe stppéT 
Nhe …asheé a smileT Qwhanks fpr veinu m, ohite kniuhtT’
QHs 1 recallb ,pd ohistleé dy the hprse an,hpoT Besiéesb ohat are 

neiuhvpdrs fprj’
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xer face litT QAn that0’ Nhe rpse ané oent tp the neCt rppm ané 
retdrneé oith a vpCT

Q1 rememver npoT’ xe oinkeéT QBeinu m, EHT’
Nhe oa(eé it aoa, ané set the vpC épon pn the tavleT QDhat is itj’
xe eCamineé the lavelT QNpme fanc, neo sa(eqtheqylanet oashinu 

spéaT Jpm insisteé pn senéinu itT’ when he reuretteé re(ealinu that his 
maternal relatipnshiy oas mpre like that pf a teenauer than a miéqthirq
t,spmethinuT FCceyt it oasn’tVthe, selépm sypkeb ané she certainl, 
oasn’t his mpll,cpéélinu sdyylier pf necessar, hpdsehplé uppésT whis 
haé veen an :Aka,b Jpmz cpncessipnT

QDhite kniuhts uptta remain ohiteb hdhj’ he aééeéb hpyinu she’é 
laduh ané vreak the crinuinu emvarrassmentT

Nhe éié laduhT
Roll on February 14th next year. Hopefully, she’ll be a maiden but not 

in distress.
That would be one in the eye for Tyler. I can’t think EJ would 

be the waiting-on-her-man-while-he-lounges-around type, but another 
evening like this—maybe with Cupid in the room—is much more “Beck-
man”.

Don’t get ahead of yourself, buddy.
Q1 shpdlé upT 1’é ve kiééinu if 1 saié 1 haé thinus tp épb vdtb ,pd 

knpoj —pd Ypu earl,b riuhtj’
Q—eahT ?ié 1 npt oake ,pdj’
Q‘pT Besiéesb ohen am 1 herej’
QNpmetimesb Ydst at the riuht mpmentb 1 udessT whanks fpr the cpmq

yan,T’
Q‘p soeatT whanks fpr the in(iteb F-T’ xe scppyeé dy the vpC ané 

oent tp the épprT
QBeckmanj’
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xe tdrneéb his heart rattlinu at the yrpsyect pf anpther cpmyliment 
pr ma,ve e(en a uppév,e yeckT Q—eahj’

Q1t’s :FlliezT’
xe npééeéT Qwhen thanksb FllieT 8imme a knpck if ,pd neeé a 

frienéT Ar if ,pd p(erqpréer auainT’ xe riskeé a oinkT
Nhe oinkeé vackT QNdreT’
Qxayy, Kalentine’sb neiuhvpdrT’
Q—pd tppb neiuhvpdrT’
xe let himself pdtT
whe tinule pf oarmth remaineé as he dnyackeé his trdst, shpdléer 

vaub checkeé the (i(aridm tp tpy dy Bpuie’s fppé ané oaterb kickeé pI 
his shpes ané allpoeé the wpniuht Nhpo tp mdrmdr intp the rppmT

Ellie?
I was thinking “Elizabeth”, so that’s a result. Wonder if it’s shortened 

or given like that?
And the J?
Maybe that’s for next year.
Again, don’t get ahead of yourself. It’s a non-solitary, non-sucky 

Valentine’s. Hang out the flags for that, at least.
xis cell yhpne ranuT
Huh? I didn’t give her my number. Or did I—before—for emergen-

cies? I’ve seen this kind of thing in the movies. The unspoken connection. 
One of them makes the first move. The evening recommences. Valentine’s 
accidentally catapults proximate dwellers into a tender embrace…

xeart ydlsinub he lppkeé at the screenT
1t oas w,lerT
If he gloats, let him. We did alright here too.
xe siuheé ané thdmveé HcceytT
Q“ree aé(iceb Beck,T Nteer clear pf opmenT’
Thanks for the context.
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QF(eninu tp ,pd tppb w,lerT Besiéesb ,pd épn’t mean :opmenzT —pd 
mean :cpmmitmentzT F(en a ohple oeek’s oprthT’

QNhe oalkeé pdtT’
Couldn’t happen to a nicer guy.
Q-ennahj San’t gudre oh,b’ he lieéT
Qwhe veer ané hppys oas a testO Nhe thpduht it oas a YpkeT Pnvelie(q

avleT’
Q—eahT Pnvelie(avle’s a opréT’
w,ler scpIeéT QDpmenb hdhj’
Beckman urdnteé npncpmmittall,T
?eaé airT
Qwhanks fpr the vdlletinb w,lerT’
Q—pd uet an,j’ H snprtT QDh, ép 1 askj’
Q‘pT Pike ,pdb 1 éién’t get anyT Hné npo 1’m hanuinu dyT’
QNteer clearb Beck,T Nteer clearT’
Qwhanks fpr the ENHT’ xe hit the little reé icpn ané tpsseé the yhpne 

pntp the spfaT 8lanceé acrpss at the frpnt épprT
Nhppk his heaéT QJenb hdhj’



Date Two

W inter became spring became summer became fall became 
winter.

His white Caddy eased into six ’gures on the odo. He didnkt maSe 
Yalesman of the —earTagain. Qyler ,uittle didnkt resignE get ’redE or 
suJer an unerringly accurate meteor striSe.

He and AN passed liSe ships in the nightTor ships in the dayE 
at best. Her demeanour was undoubtedly more friendlyE less purely 
neighbourly than it had beenE and a tiny (icSer of hope burned inside 
him.

)fter the landmarS of vew —earsTpurely in calendar terms -he 
spent it at home aloneIThis mind rolled around to the next date 
which stood out from others. He was no diJerent from the store 
ownersE large and smallE who snapped into hawSing loDeLthemed 
itemsE rather than ChristmasLthemedE the moment the festiDe season 
was past. ADeryone had these high days and holidays subconsciously 
marSed outTthe next special day to temporarily raise their mood 
aboDe the norm as the planet pelted around the sun.



)CCV1AvQ)5 F)5AvQVvAY 4B

Hekd Snown well in adDance that qebruary 4jth would be a YaturL
day night. Vt wasnkt rocSet scienceTlast yearE it had been a qriday.

YadlyE that made it unduly auspiciousE and hekd been trying for 
weeSsTnoE monthsTnot to maSe it ) “ig Qhing. )n oJhand comL
ment from an ac”uaintance seldom morphs into something more 
tangible. 5ast yearks ?oSey proposition had been no more than a 7We 
must catch up…Ta phrase not Snown for its stellar followLthrough 
record.

Hadnkt itR
Why had he gently ’xated on itR Vf his apartment Sitchen had been 

decSed with a wall calendarTa lame Christmas present or OLAleDen 
impulse purchaseTwould the date haDe been circledR Vt would neDer 
haDe been marSed out in past yearsTbut nowR 1uring the past eleDen 
months and changeE hekd re(ected on it with the same easy dismissal 
reserDed for mocS suicide pacts or laughable throwLaways liSeE 7Vf 
wekre both not married in twenty yearsE letks get hitched rather than 
being single foreDer….

When shekd said itTand hekd agreedTwas it a sopE or was she 
genuinely interestedR

Vn case she was interestedE he remained hopeful6 and Digilant.
Hell, who are you kidding, Beckman? You’ve been listening for clues 

that EJ has hooked up with someone new. Are you so desperate for a long 
shot at a romantic liaison that you’ll spend a year on tenterhooks?

I think we both know the answer to that.
)ll the de’nitelyLnotLstalSing tactics of seeSing signs that she had 

company in her apartmentTa change in demeanour when they passed 
occasional greetingsE a new car parSed outsideE deliDeries of (owL
ersThad been mere curiosityE hekd told himself. “utE recentlyE theykd 
come up trumps.

Yhe was moDing out.
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Qo moDe in with someoneR Vt was moot. Yhekd no longer be a neighL
bourE and the chances of a friendlyTpossibly more than thatTreL
union looSed waferLthin.

“y qebruary zthE shekd not said a wordE not SnocSed on his door to 
explainE and he conDinced himself of what hekd suspected all alongTit 
wasnkt meant to be. YoE the next dayE PondayE he shipped out for his 
usual weeS on the roadE determined to focus on what he could controlE 
not what he couldnkt.

So EJ—Ellie—is moving? People move. 
Look on the bright side—it could be to find a bigger place a few streets 

across. It’s bound to have kept her busy either way. Perhaps she’s forgotten 
our most good-natured and spontaneous suggestion. If you had any sense, 
you would too.

qriday 4‘th rolled aroundE 42B2 miles laterE and hekd done well not 
to waste too many hours gaGing into the bottom of cups at CoJee 
9lanet. “acS at apartment 4‘E he busied himself maSing dinner and 
checSing a weeSks worth of mailE sorting the real from the ?unS. Qhere 
wasnkt a restaurant in town that hadnkt festooned their (yers with 
heartsE (owers and special dinnerLforLtwo oJers.

It’s like trying to avoid the Christmas Coke ad.
)t ?ust after eightE there was a SnocS on the door. )s he seldom 

receiDed DisitorsE a tiny sparS lit in his stomach.
Qhe looS on ANks face was undoubtedly apologeticE perhaps downL

beat. 3HeyE “ecSman.k
3HeyE AN.k He brushed nacho crumbs from his rumpled tee.
Qhere was a silence.
35ooSE V can explain.k
He held up a hand. 3vo need.k
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3—eahE “ecSman. veed. V guess you ’gured out Vkm moDing.k
)n ironic smile tweaSed his lips. 3V Snow some about traDellingE 

upping sticSs.k
3V should haDe said earlierE but itks been craGy.k
3V understand. HellE most neighbours would ?ust leaDe.k
3V thought because of6k Yhe bit her lip. 36what we saidE and because 

we get along6k
3)nd youkre my postal oDer(ow serDice6k
Yhe smiled. 3—eah. Yo6 V wanted to say goodbyeE and that the timing 

sucSs.k Yhe sighed. 3Vt happened real ”uicS. WorS wanted me to moDe 
to Yacramento. Vtks a promotion. Yhort noticeE but whatkre you gonna 
doE huhRk Yhe shrugged.

He worSed hard to internalise the SicS in the stomach.
Serves you right for building it up, buddy. You latch onto enough 

certainties in this world, anchor to as much as is predictable and con-
trollable, and roll with the punches the rest of the time. This is a punch 
to roll with—no different from a lost sale in any of a thousand towns on 
any of a thousand days.

3Vkm pleased for youE AN.k
3V ship out tomorrow.k
3Yure.k
Yhe glanced oDer her shoulder. 3Vtks all boxes in there. /uys are 

loading in the morningE and then itks adios6k
3WellE happy trails.k
Yhe stepped a little closer. Her earrings twirled. Qhey were silDer 

mice. He recalled the diDerse collection of mouseLrelated ornaments 
in her apartment and hoped the remoDal guys had pacSed carefully.

3YoE V cankt maSe our6 dateEk she said.
3vot sure it was a date.k
3MSay. V cankt maSe the date.k Her eyes searched his.
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3WellE Vkd inDite you inE or outE but itks not technically Falentineks 
yet. 9lusE Vkm sure youkre lastLminute pacSing. PiceE or whateDer. 9lusE 
you SnowE ANE donkt feel guilty. Vkm the guy across the hall. /etting a 
life maSeoDer is more important than a friendly soiree designed to sticS 
two ’ngers up to the heartsLandL(owers tsunami.k

3—eah. V guess. )ll the sameE it would haDe been nice. VnsteadE V haDe 
this lame o0ce 7goodbye… thing to go out to.k Yhe gestured to her 
eDening attire.

3—ou looS nice.k
Because she does, and that makes the rain check—which is probably 

not even that—that bit tougher.
3QhanSs.k
Yilence washed the corridor.
3—ou haDe a good eDeningE AN. )nd a good life.k
Her brow furrowed in what he imaginedThopedRTwas a tinge of 

sorrow. 3—ou tooE “ecSman.k
) presumptuousE ridiculousE opportunistic part of him willed her 

to pecS him on the cheeS as a parting gift. Vt wasnkt beyond the realm 
of possibility. QrueThe wasnkt oDerly pro’cient in the art of spotting a 
nascent attractionE but he was a people watcher -it came with the ?obIE 
and the notion didnkt feel liSe strawLclutching.

VnsteadE she painted on a smileE gaDe a nerDous waDeE turned and 
left.

He held the door openE watched her go for longer than was strictly 
wise or necessaryE and then returned to another eDening of bachelorL
hood.

1uring YaturdayE AN (itted in and out of his mindE much as he 
tried to busy himself mentally and physically. He deliberately went out 
midLmorningE trawling the food shops for stuJ he needed and other 
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shops for things he didnkt need. He Disited both CoJee 9lanet places 
at either end of town.

Yome would call it 7pining…E but you couldnkt pine for what youkd 
neDer had and thus neDer lost.

He might as well haDe dredged up past failuresTthe time Qyler 
stole away his chance of a date with /lenda was a real lowlight. Axcept 
this timeE it wasnkt a failureE not of his actions or inaction. Vt was 
merely circumstance. Vt was the uniDerse saying that it wasnkt meant 
to beTnot this timeE not with AN6 Allie.

I still wonder what the J is.
“esidesE  they might not haDe hit  it  oJ.  Vt  could haDe been a 

nonLstarterE a platonic hooSLup that neDer got past misplaced notions 
of mutual attraction.

A”uallyE it would be nice to come home from weeSdays of empL
ty motel rooms to ’nd a nonLempty apartment. Mne furnished 
with a ’DeLfootLseDen brunette with a penchant for rodentLrelated 
bricLaLbrac.

When the endless storefronts hawSing romantic staples became too 
muchTas if their laughter towards his singleLman status was louder 
this yearThe tooS the Caddy for gas and an automated car washE then 
headed home.

)ll was ”uiet. Qhere wasnkt eDen a call from QylerTgloating or 
otherwiseTall day.

Sometimes, it’s the little victories.
He began wondering who the new neighbour across the hall would 

beE trying to concentrate on the future rather than the past. Who was 
to say that the next inhabitant of 4Z wouldnkt be e”ually liSeableR

)t sixLthirtyE he ordered piGGa. Vt was about the only thing guaranL
teed not to come in a heartLshaped box or be (aDoured with chocolate 
andKor champagne.
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)t sixL’ftyE there was a SnocS at the door.
See—it could be worse, Beckman—you could be this guy, having to 

work on Valentine’s evening. At least you get to chill out, fill your face 
with carbs, and try not to think of

3ANRk His mouth hung open.
Qhis timeE her face and posture were easy to readTawSwardness 

and embarrassment. Her right hand clasped the handle of a small 
roller case. Yhe wore ?eansE a hoodieE no maSeup andT”uicSlyTraised 
eyebrows.

What the…?
Don’t even begin to think she’s changed her mind and given up a new 

life to be with you. Don’t even begin to begin to think that.
3—eahE er6 hi. )gain.k
His brow Snit. 3—ou oSayR What giDesRk
Yhe forced a chucSle. 3Qhis is a peach. Qhe trucS broSe down. 

)bout ’De miles out of town. With all my stuJ.k
3Yhoot.k
3—eah. Qheykre sending a guy with a spare part. Qomorrow. Qhey 

wonkt oMoad onto a new trucSE of course not. YoE V haDe an empty 
apartment and no SeyE and this.k Yhe tugged her case.

Yome guysTmaybe those without an inner monologue or a soft 
spot for brightE sweet brunettesTwould haDe pointed out the exisL
tence of such things as motelsE either in town or in Yacramento. 

“ut “ecSmanE possessing both those attributesE saidE 3Come in.k
3V couldnkt.k
Qhat shortLcircuited his brain for a second. 3Yo why SnocSRk
Her shoulders fell. 3V donkt Snow. 9anicRk
3Mr needing a friend to lean onRk
Yhe pursed her lips. 3—eah.k
3Qhen come in.k
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Yhe didE and as he closed the door behind herE it nearly smacSed 
into the face of a ponyLtailed youth bearing a twelDeLinch cardboard 
box. He relieDed the guy of his cargo and followed AN into the liDing 
room.

3Mh godE Vkm interruptingEk she said.
3Vkm not sure itks technically possible to interrupt a white SnightR 

Qheykre sworn to be ready at a momentks notice.k
Qhat made her smile. 3)t least donkt let your piGGa get cold.k
He held it up. 3Qhe Falentineks meal of champions.k
3)nd Snights.k
31id the maiden eat yetE or was she getting a burger en route to her 

glorious futureRk
3Yhe didnkt eat yetE no.k
3QaSe a seatE AN. Qhereks enough for two champions here.k He gesL

tured to the table.
Yhe hesitatedE then conceded. He dumped the box downE retrieDed 

two beers from the fridgeE and reL?oined her.
Qhey tucSed inE the atmosphere tingling with things he wanted to 

asS or sayE and things he imagined she wanted to explain.
3—oukre a good guyE “ecSman.k
3Yo Vkm told.k
3—ou are a white SnightE two years in a row.k Yhe smiled with her 

eyes. 3QhanSs.k
3Yure.k He raised his beer in a toast. 3Happy Falentineks again6 

exLneighbour.k
3V thinS itks ?ust 7Allie… now.k
3Yure.k
Wow, real verbose tonight, aren’t you, buddy? What’s up—nervous? 

Careful—she’ll hear the armour chinking when you shake.
Yhe sighed. 35ooSE V Snow the situationks not ideal.k
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3WhichR —ou leaDing foreDerE or you being here nowRk
Her eyes narrowedTbut in ”ueryE not anger. 3What do you thinSRk
3V haDe no clueE Allie. V liSe youE and V cankt say V hadnkt been looSing 

forward to what we planned until6k He trailed oJ.
3WhichR Nntil V left unexpectedlyE or until V returned unexpectedL

lyRk Yhe smiled.
He considered her faceE then made an uncharacteristically bold and 

swift decision. He roseE went to the SitchenE dug out his ”uarry and 
returned to the table. He set the candle down in the centreE (icSed the 
OippoE and lit it.

Yhe laughed. 31e’nitely the meal of champions now.k
Qhey polished oJ the piGGaE and he refreshed their empty bottles. 

Yhe talSed a little about the new ?obE the pacSing and the temporarily 
delayed relocationE and asSed how his recent weeSs had been. Yhe 
eDen admitted that her exE NeromeE had tried to win her bacS since the 
breaSup last Falentineks.

Vt was all amicableE sSilfully sSirting the elephant in the room.
Yhe shifted in her seat as if uncomfortable. 
He was being less than a good host. 35etks go sit down.k
He led her to the sofaE and she sanS gratefully into it. Qhen she leant 

forwards and pulled oJ her hoodieTshekd been so preoccupied with 
the foodE and being bailed out of a situationE that shekd spent the whole 
time looSing liSe she was loitering in the 1epartures hall.

Qhe elephant trumpeted.
Was their conDersational lull a re(ection of the situation or an 

indication that they had little in commonR Pore than thatTwas it 
an elephant that she imagined tooE or merely his romanceLstarDedE 
oDerLhopeful misinterpretation of a friendly but odd situationR

35ooSE AllieE V may haDe this wrongE but itks still ?ust a regular dayE 
liSe last yearE and V donkt haDe any agenda here.k
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3—ou bought a candle.k
Busted.
3Paybe for onceE V was a hopeful romanticE not a hopeless one. Qhe 

important thing is that you ’nd a place to crash while the trucS is ’xed. 
Vf you want to haDe another beerE Vkll call you a cab later. V hear good 
things about the Qwisted 9ine Potel.k

Her face softened. “ehind itE the dancing candlelight caught her 
cheeSbone. Hekd not dimmed the room lightTthat would haDe been 
a presumption too farTbut there was still a sense of Aros in the air.

Yhe laid a hand on his Snee. 3MSayE hereks a confession. Vkm not a 
oneLnight stand Sind of girl. )ndE though V donkt Snow you so wellE V 
donkt thinS youkre a oneLnightLstand guy.k

He met her gaGe. 3V neDer presumedE AN. Qhatks what this sofa is for. 
—ou haDe a long driDe tomorrow. —ou taSe the bed. HellE V bought this 
foldLout six years agoE and itks neDer been used.k

3WellE you wouldnkt need it if V hadnkt moDed outE or at least if the 
trucS hadnkt broSen down.k

3—eah. MtherwiseE we could haDe had dinnerE maybe something with 
Degetables and eDerythingE and then you could haDe walSed across to 
your apartment.k

Yhe smiledE then ’xed on his face. 3Mr stayed.k
3—ou said no oneLnight stands.k
3Yure. “ut if V liDed across the wayE it could be two. Mr more.k
He tooS her hand from his Snee and gently held the tip of one 

’nger. 3Vf wishes were horsesE huhR )nd if V hadnkt serDed you piGGa 
on Falentineks.k

3Qhe way to a girlks heart is not through her stomachE unliSe a guyks. 
Vtks through SindnessE decency and not being too shabbyLlooSing. 
WellE for this girlE anyway.k

He swallowedE trying to slow his heartbeat to normal.
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Thirty-six and nervous like a teen? What is this—invitation to 
Prom?

3Vkm not sure that maSes it easierE now V haDe nice comments liSe 
that in my brainE which might try to ’nd their way here.k He touched 
his chest.

3Would theyRk
3Vkd wonder what might be possible. “ut not as much as if we did 

something rashE and it went well. 1oing thatE and then you leaDingRk 
He shooS his head. 3Qhat could be a recipe for longLdistance heartL
breaS. Mr regret. Mr both.k

3Yure. V understand. Qhen wekd better do nothing.k —et her eyes 
belied the wordsE at least to some degree.

3—eah. vot a single thing.k
Qhen the elephant trumpeted so loudly that the only way he could 

maSe it shut up was to Siss her. Yo he did. /entlyE brie(yE and hopefully 
gallantly. Vt was receiDed by a maiden no longer in distressE yet one who 
didnkt seem perturbed by the gesture.

He checSed her face for an unspoSen response. What he found was 
her seeSing similar.

3V ’gured it was only fair you should wonder tooEk he said. 3—ou 
SnowE if maSing this craGy arrangement was dumbE whether it hapL
pening was fate or blind lucS. )nd if acting on it was a good idea or 
not.k

Yhe smiled. 3Vtks not the worst idea.k
He tested that hypothesis by Sissing her again.
Yhe tooS his hand and clasped it between hers. 3Vkm serious about 

the oneLnight stand thing. Yame as the ’rst date thing. Vt doesnkt 
happen.k

3)nd Vkm serious about the pullLout bed. Vf V cankt get my moneyks 
worth tonightE when can VRk
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3Yo Vkll stayRk
He shrugged. 3What are friends forRk
3Hard not to liSe youE “ecSman.k
3YameE Allie. “esidesE itks Falentineks. PicS out a girl V ?ust SissedR 

Major asshole behaDiour.k
Yhe nodded. 3Yo what do you want to do for the next three hoursR 

vet(ixR Vce creamRk
3V haDe both of those.k
3Qhose sound liSe good alternatiDes for consentingE but restrainedE 

adults.k
3Mn one condition.k
Yhe cocSed her head. 3Mh yeahRk
3Will you be my FalentineE AllieRk
3Hell yes.k
Yhe gaDe him a Siss which delayed the arriDal of ice cream and 

vet(ix by a halfLhour.

Qhe pullLout bed didnkt giDe him crampsE and his whirring mind 
hadnkt Sept him awaSe too long. qortunatelyE it had ma?ored in enL
?oying what had happenedE rather than regretting what hadnkt. When 
he awoSeE he congratulated it on a laudable sense of perspectiDe.

Qhere was no noise from the bedroom by eight okclocSE so he 
grabbed coJee and had a shaDe and a shower.

When he emerged in his robeE the bedroom door was openE so he 
tentatiDely approachedE hoping to rescue some clean clothes.

Qhe room was empty. 9uGGledE he checSed the liDing roomE then 
the Sitchen. MddlyE both were Dacant.

He spotted the folded piece of paper on the worStopE and his heart 
sanS.

Yomewhat crestfallenE he readQ
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First off, this is the coward’s way out, and I’m sorry. It’s a 

crappy way to pay you back for your hospitality and delightfully 

close company. I’m hopeless at goodbyes. You saw how useless 

I was yesterday. Today would have been worse.

Thanks for being my Valentine and my white knight. I’d do 

it all again in a second.

Unless I write you before, come up and see me this time 

next year. Make sure you have a long weekend booked—if we 

make it a two-night stand, it gets past that silly rule I have. :-)

Take care, Ellie

X

)fter hekd stood there for a long minuteE wondering if it was possiL
ble to maSe time pass more ”uicSlyTa year in ’De minutes would haDe 
been idealThe stupidly rechecSed that she had leftE thenE with heart 
(itting between disappointment and fond remembranceE got on with 
his day.

Qhe year largely eDaporatedTas his years didTand his temptation 
to call her remainedE though he didnkt act on it. He doubled down on 
his sales eJort and had the best year eDerE ’nishing fourth in the annual 
Yalesman of the —ear ranSings.

He didnkt meet anyone ”uite liSe AllieTand the fact that he could 
maSe the comparison proDed that her nice comments had indeed 
spread beyond his brain. He wondered if she was thinSing of him 
or whether life had taSen oDer. Yhe didnkt call or writeE but he made 
himself belieDe that no news was good news.

Nanuary came aroundE and the tingles of hope and expectation 
were again ”uietly forming in his heart and soul when he returned to 
the apartment one qriday to ’nd a mailed enDelope with the address 
written in a familiar hand.
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He eased his shoulder bag to the (oor and nerDously opened the 
letter.

Yhe was briefE and he ”uicSly appreciated that the economy of 
words was probably disproportionate to the di0culty shekd had in 
writing themQ

I’d hoped not to have to write before the 14th but it didn’t 

work out like that.

I’m sorry, Beckman. His name is Brad, and I think he’s the one.

Thanks for two Valentines to remember.

Take care and good luck. She’s out there for you, somewhere.

Ellie 

x

Vn the lower corner was the doodle of a mouse.
He was happy. Qhen he was sad. Qhen he was angryTat the worldE 

not at herTfor not running according to his sel’sh whims. 
WhateDer else he feltE hekd neDer ’nd out what the 7N… was for.
Qhat gaDe him a wry smileE which he decided was the best way to 

summarise the whole episodeE so he wore it for a while. )nd thenE as 
alwaysE it was time to moDe on.

HoweDer uncooperatiDe the world wasE it didnkt haDe the power to 
erase those two memories.

QHA Av1
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;e. ‘ habe to say ‘’m ;lown away ;y it.”

“‘ struggle to compare this ;ook with others. The words Cunique’ 
and Cinbentibe’ come to mind. The dialogue is wellvcra-ted and -unnyF 
the characters are wonder-ully indibidualF and the narratibe is a kaleiv
doscope o- colour-ul drama. This ;ook will stick with you.”
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“Really good -un to read with more than a touch o- darknessF so 
much neonF a bery odd pet and the ;est ;reakdown serbice on the 
planet. Very en!oya;le and highly recommended'”

“An originalF inbentibe storyline and a bariety o- threevdimensional 
characters that you will genuinely care a;out. Eialogue sharp enough 
to shabe withF wellvpaced and ;u;;ling with humour.”

“‘n a surprising townF a salesman fnds eberything he eber wanted. 
This is such an incredi;ly interesting story. ‘ couldn8t put it down'”

“This is one o- those ;ooks that will leabe you with a smile on your 
-ace. zunnyF relata;le per-ect charactersF a story that kept me turning 
the pages and an ending that did not disappoint.”

“The narratibe o- the story keeps you gripped and there is drama 
and comedic moments avplenty'”
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Also by the Author

Since 2024, I now write contemporary, UK-set romantic comedies 
under the pen name Chrissie Harrison.

The Cathedral City Comedies – a romantic comedy series of 
interconnected standalones

"Floored"
Book 2 – Coming October 2025

Book 3 – TBC

Touchline Girls – a sports rom-com series of interconnected 
standalones

"Match Daze"
Book 2 – TBC
Book 3 – TBC

Pavilion Girls – a women's cricket rom-com series
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"Wicket Maiden" – May 2025
Book 2 – 2026
Book 3 – TBC


