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“A man can surely do what he wills to do,

But cannot determine what he wills.”

Arthur Schopenhauer







The As Yet To Be…

Sam looked up as the head rolled along the floor.

“I really must get better guards,” he said with a sigh.

“Trust me, they won’t help.”

Sam smiled as the man walked into his inner sanctum. It had been a while since they had laid eyes on each other, and time had not been good on his old friend. He looked old and worn, his shoulder length ginger-brown hair now greying. But there was a fitness about him that was new. He glowed with a radiant energy.

“Must we do this now?” Sam asked.

The man brandished his sword. “It is time.”

Sam stood up and approached the man, his eyes narrowing. “I know this sword. How did you come by it?”

“How do you think?”

The hilt of the sword was fashioned in pure gold, while the silver blade shone like the sun, the inscription on it plain. Sam’s eyes widened in wonder. “Then it truly is time.” He sighed as he stepped back. “You could have said no.”

“Like you did? I didn’t have the choice.”

At this Sam smiled. “Really? Let me tell you something about choice.”





PART ONE


Don’t attempt to hinder me

from those dreams I dare to keep.

Happiness is tenuous and fleeting,

yet its price is forever steep.

(Strands of Self, verse one)







01.

Willem tugged his jacket about him, wondering just why he’d decided to go to a park in such cold weather. Curtis didn’t seem to mind and, if he was honest, neither did Willem. Despite the circumstances he always enjoyed spending time with his nephew, and was happy for any opportunity given him, even if it was a result of another of his sister’s “crises.”

He didn’t know the specifics, and at that moment he didn’t much care; he could probably guess at them and he’d be right. In one word; Jimmy. Willem shook his head and brushed the thoughts aside; when Lawrencia finally turned up for her son he’d no doubt hear all the usual excuses and be impressed by none of them. Right now all Willem cared about was that Curtis was safely away from the latest crisis and the shit no doubt surrounding it. Even if that meant visiting Ravenscourt Park in the cold, Willem was happy to indulge Curtis.

It was one of those odd March days where, although the sun had clearly put his hat on, the wind had decided to come out and play, too. It wasn’t anything close to a gale force, merely a light breeze, but it was bitingly cold which left people like Willem in the odd position of having a thick jacket on while at the same time wearing sunglasses to protect his sensitive eyes from the painful light. There were others in the park wearing shorts and t-shirts, playing up the British stereotype of throwing caution to the wind (as it were) at the slightest hint of sunshine. He supposed he couldn’t really blame them; after all it wasn’t typical of March to have such sunny weather. Willem, on the other hand, was no fan of the cold and refused to leave the house without his thick jacket regardless of how intense the sun actually was. Two things he didn’t do well; cold and bright sun. Today was not, in his opinion, a good day.

He had spent much time in Ravenscourt Park back when he was a kid himself, having been brought up in nearby Chiswick. Plenty of memories; welly throwing competitions, inflatables, summer fairs. All good times.

As Curtis climbed the steps of the slide once more, Willem looked around the play area they were in and felt a wave of sadness. It had changed so much since he was a child, gone were the small paddling pool and sandpit, replaced by more vandalised swings and even more dead space. There was so little for the kids to actually do in the play area. The swings were mostly buggered, the slide had more grip than his shoes, and the roundabout was a source of more sweat than actual fun. To get even the slightest bit of speed required the kind of strength that Geoff Capes would have been proud to possess.

Geoff Capes!

Willem really was feeling his age. It was this place, he hadn’t visited Ravenscourt Park in years, and the nostalgia was intoxicating.

The rumble of the train passing by on its way to Stamford Brook dragged his attention to the arches behind the play area. It was funny how times changed the way you associated things; back when he used to frequent Ravenscourt Park they were just further play areas where kids easily frightened would be dared by other braver kids to stand underneath when the trains passed by, egged on in their fear of the arch collapsing under the weight of the trains. Now though, as he stood there, he couldn’t help but envisage Ricky and Phil working on cars, despite the fact that Ravenscourt Park was nowhere near Walford.

Willem shook his head and looked back over the play area. It was empty except for him and Curtis, but nonetheless Willem saw children and parents everywhere. Ghosts of times long gone.

Laughing and joking, the swings looking brand new as dads pushed their kids, the older brothers gently spinning the younger siblings on the roundabout. It was 1981, the year of mothers dressed in the mass-marketed Azzedine Alaia knock-offs, and children with tight shorts and bright dresses. The boys were running around the park playing at being Indiana Jones, while most of the girls were combing the manes of Applejack or whatever My Little Pony they were lucky enough to own. Willem at five was less interested in Indiana Jones than he was in the craze that was then sweeping across the UK, in the shape of the Rubik’s Cube.

He could see himself sitting there, on the edge of the paddling pool, his feet dipping in, showing his skill with the cube to the kid who was destined to become his life-long best friend, Jake.

Willem smiled at the memory. It was one of the best times he could recall from his childhood; for all the wrong reasons. Most people tended to recall a time of closeness with their families, where they felt safe in the presence of their parents, but not Willem. It was the best time because Jake had only been living next door for two weeks and, although he could never have expressed it at the time, Willem knew he’d found the one true friend that would always be there.

They were at the park with Jake’s mother, who the five-year-old Willem found endlessly fascinating. It wasn’t her amazing beauty, but rather her accent. She was American! It seemed an odd thing to be fascinated by, looking back in an age where the world was such a small place due to the internet, but back in the early ’80s having an American family living next doors was akin to living next to Buckingham Palace. Americans were only really seen at the pictures, not that Willem went to the pictures much at that tender age, and on TV. Having a family who sounded like Buck Rodgers and Wilma Deering on the same street was the most exciting thing young Willem could have imagined. It didn’t take Willem long to make friends with Jake, especially seeing as Jake ended up in the same class at school. Barely two weeks on and Willem was out at the park with his new American friend, the two of them were inseparable.

Willem sighed. He knew exactly why he’d come to Ravenscourt Park now. Things with Charlie were heating up, and now they were verging on actual relationship material. It was a new thing for Willem; never had he felt this way about someone. Well, not strictly true, a while back there had been Jacen, but he wanted Willem to change…whereas Charlie wanted Willem exactly as he was. The enormity of what was coming was not lost on Willem, and so when Curtis had been dumped on him, he had subconsciously chosen to take his nephew to the place he’d been happiest as a kid, when things were equally as new but in a different way.

Curtis called out to him and Willem snapped himself out of his reverie. He jogged over to the slide, laughing. “Not as slip-slidery as it should be, eh, kid?” he asked Curtis, who was unhappily stuck half way down the slide. For a moment it looked like Curtis was going to join his uncle in laughing, but his chubby brown face crumpled and the tears came. “Oh, come on,” Willem said, “are you being silly again?”

Curtis shook his head. “I’m stuck,” he said simply, and started coughing. It was a forced cough, the kind only a kid would try in an attempt to get more attention. But it wasn’t going to work on Willem. He loved his nephew, he really did, and it annoyed him when he saw Curtis act like this.

It was his sister he blamed; one minute she would be lavishing all kinds of attention on her son, and the next she treated him like he didn’t exist. And Curtis, being the sharp kid he was, soon worked out how to play on this neglect, and became a master at the choking cough.

Willem lifted Curtis off the slide and stood him on the ground. The boy continued crying, his brown skin taking on a red hue as he forced more tears out. Kneeling down, so he was closer to Curtis’s level, Willem asked in a firm voice; “Why are you crying?”

Through sniffs Curtis replied; “For no reason.”

Well, Willem couldn’t argue with that, but it wasn’t the reason for which he’d been searching. “If for no reason, why you crying?”

“Because it’s naughty,” Curtis tried again, his two-and-a-half year old mind coming up with another of the responses he’d been taught.

Willem laughed. “No, it’s not naughty this time. You’re just being silly. You don’t need to cry if you get stuck. You call me and I’ll help you. Do you understand?”

Curtis sniffed, his bottom lip trembling. “Yes.”

“Good,” Willem said, knowing full well that Curtis didn’t quite get it yet, and took a tissue out of his pocket. “Now let’s wipe those tears away before they become stuck to your face. You don’t want that do you?” he asked, his tone now light and playful.

“No,” Curtis replied, the sniffing dissipating, “I look silly then.”

“Of course you would. Come here; give your uncle a skwudge!” Tears wiped away, Curtis embraced Willem and for a moment the two remained like that, the unconditional love of his nephew warming Willem’s heart.

A slight vibration in his pocket and the unmistakeable emotive vocals of Sam Tsui alerted Willem to an incoming message, and he immediately released Curtis. “Go on, play,” he said, as he retrieved his phone from his jacket. He flipped it open and read the message from Charlie, but beyond the phone the blurred Curtis remained where he was, looking up at his uncle. Willem sighed and returned his focus to Curtis. “Shall we get you some chocolate?”

“A trick?”

Willem smiled, and took Curtis’s little hand in his. “Yes, we’ll get you a Twix. Come on.” Together they left the play area, Curtis smiling at the thought of the upcoming “trick.”

Willem didn’t notice, his attention was on the text message. He smiled broadly, feeling the familiar samba within, and quickened his pace.

* * *

He should have realised that getting home in any amount of time that could be considered quick was a virtual impossibility, but he had been so caught up in the anticipation of his forthcoming chat with Charlie that Willem had totally forgot it was almost midday on a Saturday, and more importantly that two big matches were being played that day.

It was one of those rare occasions when both Chelsea and Fulham were playing at home and no matter which turning he took off from Hammersmith Broadway he would hit heavy traffic. True, there were plenty of back streets he knew that he could cut through to get to his house, but first of all it meant navigating the busy roads off the Broadway.

He stopped at the traffic lights before turning onto Fulham Palace Road, waiting for a 220 bus to emerge from the bus station that sat atop the main shopping precinct of Hammersmith Broadway. As the bus slowly cut through the traffic, Willem was reminded of a time before the Broadway precinct had been built, when the mall down King’s Street was the centre for shoppers in Hammersmith. He smiled as he saw Jake and him going into W. H. Smith to look at the latest Transformers toys; just to look, of course, since there was little to no chance of them affording Ultra Magnus.

Willem blinked away the memory, and idly wondered what was the what with his mind today; it seemed to be stuck on the old lane of dusty remembrances.

By the time he’d got through the traffic that didn’t want to let up, Curtis was fast asleep in the booster seat, after nattering away to himself during the slow journey from Ravenscourt to Fulham Palace Road. The length of the rest of the ride home was clearly too long for the boy to keep his mind active, and sleep had soon won over the previously interesting stream of people they passed. Willem didn’t want to wake the kid for two reasons; one, it was good for kids Curtis’s age to have midday naps, to re-energise their batteries; and two, he wanted to have his conversation with Charlie in private, and with Curtis sleeping in the spare room Willem wouldn’t feel the need to censor or guide the conversation onto something safe. But, alas, Curtis was one of those light sleepers, and as soon as Willem unbuckled the straps, Curtis began to stir.

Acting quickly, Willem scooped Curtis up and held him so that Curtis could rest his head on Willem’s shoulder. With the addition of a few soothing sounds Curtis was soon back to sleep, and Willem rushed inside his house as quickly as he could, careful to keep Curtis’s face out of direct contact with the oncoming cold breeze.

His house was a pretty typical affair from the outside; one of the many converted Victorian houses situated on Barclay Road, just off Fulham Broadway, but the ramshackle look of the outside belied the luxury within. It was left to appear a little rundown externally on purpose by Willem; a safeguard against potential burglars. Despite its rise to prominence due to the recent development of Chelsea football club and the Broadway shopping centre, this area of Fulham was still quite known for its high rate of crime, and burglary played a not so small part in that. Willem, thanks to his coffee shop business which, with three shops now, was turning into a profitable small chain, was living quite comfortably but he didn’t wish it to become public knowledge and so he allowed his house to appear dishevelled. Burglars generally chose places they knew they’d make a quick profit off, and to their mind Willem’s house was just another old Victorian home settled by some old codger who barely had enough money to maintain it.

Within the walls though, it was another story. The entire interior, from lounge to bathroom, had an air of homeliness to it. Framed arty pictures decked the walls of the hallway and the lounge, going all the way up the two flights of stairs and along both landings. Once the front door was closed behind him, Willem dumped Curtis’s little rucksack on the carpeted floor and kicked off his shoes, before jogging up the first flight of stairs to the spare room.

Certain that Curtis wouldn’t stir for a while, Willem left the door open a crack and bounded downstairs, into the lounge where his laptop was still sitting on the glass coffee table before the Como sofa. He opened the laptop only to discover that the battery was dead, and only then recalled he hadn’t bothered removing the charger from the laptop backpack when he’d returned home the previous night. He scouted around the room for the backpack. The lounge was, being the centre of his social interaction when at home, done out with luxury and relaxation in mind. The three-seater Como sat opposite the old Victorian fireplace, which still used real wood to warm the lounge, and was complemented by a Como chair which sat adjacent to the fireplace before which stood a footstool done out in the same Como style. Many a cold night was spent by Willem lounging in the chair with his feet resting on the stool, the burning logs warming his feet. By the bay window was the latest in home cinema software, a Sony DAV HD widescreen TV, sitting on top of a stylish metal frame, the bottom shelf of which housed a DVD recorder, a Wii and an Xbox 360 Kinect.

The backpack was nowhere in the lounge that he could see, but as his eyes scanned the room one last time before giving up he spotted the charger lead sitting on the bottom shelf on his Conran Balance shelving unit. The unit, although supposedly designed to be free standing, was screwed to the wall. Willem suspected it had little to do with the jigsaw design of the unit, more to do with the slight subsidence of the house over the years. He grabbed the lead and plugged it into the wall and then the back of the laptop.

While the laptop powered up, Willem headed into the kitchen to prepare himself a mug of coffee, smiling to himself. Not many got to see his scar; in fact even Jacen had only just about got to see it, and he’d been with Jacen for quite a while, but once the laptop was ready to go it was webcam time, and he was almost certain Charlie would be seeing the scar today.

Before even putting the kettle on he released the lock off the back door, and opened the top window above the sink. It was a thing with him; he didn’t like the back door being locked while he was home and awake just in case he needed to rush out in an emergency, and he also hated not having fresh air running through the house. Of course, the concept of “fresh” air was a bit of an oxymoron in London, but better to have external air running throughout the house than the stale air that circulated in a closed environment. The plants played their part in oxygenating the house, but there was no harm in offering a little help, Willem reasoned.

The kettle now on the boil, Willem checked in the lounge to see how the laptop was doing. It was all ready to go; he simply had to await the connection of the net. He opened the main messenger window in preparation, just as he heard the back door open.

He let out a groan of disappointment, hardly able to believe his luck. The one time he didn’t want his sister to come back early…

“Hazelnut Macchiato for me,” said a male voice containing a very slight American lilt to it.

Willem smiled ruefully. Getting rid of his sister would have been difficult enough, but getting rid of Jake…In what he would have called a mini-strop had Curtis done it, Willem slammed the laptop shut knowing full well that the scar exposure would have to wait.

“Mate, kettle’s boiled.” There was the scrape of a stool being pulled across the lino and Willem knew that Jake was plonking himself by the back door so that his smoke wouldn’t waft into the house.

Willem grumbled silently to himself and pulled out his phone. “Get making it, then,” he called out to the kitchen, satisfied by the loud sigh he received in response. He could just see Jake stubbing the cigarette on the wall in the back yard before returning to the kitchen.

“Some host you are.”

“I think after almost thirty years your guest status is well and truly revoked, fella,” Willem called back as he began texting Charlie, “so quit the bagging and get on with it. I’ll be there in a sec.”

“Fine, let me do it, then, see if I care. Hope I didn’t interrupt anything.”

“No,” Willem said, looking up from the phone, “unless you count my wet dreams about you.”

“Mate! You’re ill.”

Willem laughed and shrugged; there was probably some truth in that.

“And anyway, guy, you haven’t lived here for thirty years, so I should still be treated as a guest,” Jake continued, his tone still light and playful.

Normally Willem would have continued the banter but right now he wanted to get the text sent before Jake decided to come and see for himself what was holding Willem up. Once finished he quickly hit send and closed his phone. On the way out to the kitchen he bumped into Jake, literally, who was indeed coming to have a nose.

“Shit, guy,” Jake said, rubbing his shoulder, “you should watch where you’re going.”

Willem looked incredulously at his best mate. Like he could hurt that brick-house of a body. It was his own fault, though, since he’d been so intent on quickly stashing his phone away that he’d got it stuck on a piece of thread in his pocket. “Shut up, you girl. Coffee done?”

Jake eyed Willem in mock pain. “I thought I’d go for latte today, actually. Coffee is so last year.”

“Whatever. Shift your ass.”

Jake turned and headed back into the kitchen. “Commencing the shifting of the ass,” he said, mincing his way ahead. Willem couldn’t help but laugh; no one could do camp as well as Jake and it was always guaranteed to get a laugh out of him.

Finally the phone found its way into his pocket snugly, and the good humour dripped coldly away. A few days ago he wouldn’t have cared for shit if Jake had known about Charlie, but now he was relieved that his mate hadn’t queried the whole delay with the phone, for he was sure Jake noticed him quickly trying to shove the phone away. He wasn’t quite sure why that was, and he was still frowning over it when he entered the kitchen.

Jake was sitting on the stool by the open door, puffing away at a freshly lit fag, his coffee cup sitting on the breakfast bar behind him. Willem's own mug was still sitting next to the kettle, the open milk bottle beside it.

“You could have put the milk away, fella. Wouldn’t have hurt you.”

Jake flicked some ash into the back yard and glanced over at the milk. “I could, true, but then you’d be left with black coffee.”

“Lazy sod,” Willem said, spying his milk-less coffee. “And you couldn’t have put it in mine because why?”

Jake shrugged. “Don’t remember signing up as your slave.”

Willem narrowed his eyes. “Right, whatever,” he said, sharper than he meant to. Not wishing to pursue it anymore, Willem poured his own milk then returned the bottle back to the fridge. He picked up his mug and took a deep sip, enjoying the heat as it surged down his throat. The caffeine hit his taste buds, and he immediately felt better.

“Want to talk about it?”

Willem closed his eyes, and slowly turned to Jake. “Usual shit,” he said, knowing full well what Jake would infer from that.

“What’s that prick done now?” Jake asked, all humour gone.

The prick in question was Jimmy; not Jake’s favourite person. In fact, Willem considered, he couldn’t imagine Jimmy being anybody’s favourite person. Willem always got a kick out of the way Jake’s whole demeanour changed whenever Jimmy’s name was mentioned. Although Jake didn’t work out, he was naturally a big man, much like his dad had been, and working on a construction site helped to maintain the muscles better than any gym would have done, and whenever Jimmy was mentioned it was as if some automatic signal was sent to Jake’s cardio system and the muscles immediately tensed. The new shaved head was, now that Willem noticed it, a bit of a departure from how Jake had looked the day before, and only helped to complete an ensemble of threat and danger. Deep down Jake was a softy, and after almost an entire lifetime of friendship Willem felt he was eminently qualified to make that observation, but Jake also had his darker side. He’d seen it on occasion, and one day Jimmy would, too, and on that day Willem would not like to be in Jimmy’s shoes.

“Same old, up to his eyeballs in shit. Lawrencia has dumped Curtis on me.”

Jake looked around. “Where is the champ?”

“Napping. I tell ya, man, this ain’t gonna end well.”

“That’s a sure thing,” Jake said, his voice little more than a rumble now. “You honestly need to let me take the fucker out.”

Willem let out a noncommittal “hmm”. Someone needed to give Jimmy a good slap, but Willem suspected it would take a lot more than that to sort that man out. He’d been nothing but trouble for Lawrencia, ever since she first left London back in the winter of ’06. She’d only been back for the last two years, and when she had returned she came with a seven-month-old baby and a wanker of a boyfriend. If it wasn’t for the fact that Jimmy was Curtis’s dad Willem would have found a way to rid Lawrencia of that stain from her life years ago.

“Like he’s much of a dad to the champ anyway,” Jake said, as if he’d been reading Willem’s mind.

“Well, we know this, but Ren insists that Jimmy dotes on Curtis.” Willem raised his hands, warding off the derision that was about to erupt from Jake’s mouth. “Yes, we know it’s bullshit, but you ever tried telling her that?”

“Have you?” Jake asked pointedly.

“Of course,” came the sharp reply.

“Sure you have. Like never.” Jake finished his coffee and walked it over to the sink. “I love you, Will, but, man, you need to grow a backbone. Bitching to me about it really isn’t doing Lawrencia any good.”

“Fine, I’ll shut up then.” Knowing how sulky that sounded, and not really caring much, Willem picked up his mug and walked out of the kitchen.

“Yeah, real mature, buddy,” he heard Jake mumble.

Willem narrowed his eyes but didn’t respond. Instead he flopped down on his chair and threw his feet on the stool. By the time Jake entered the lounge the TV was on. In the Night Garden, the digital box having been left on CBeebies when he’d taken Curtis out earlier, was preferable to the little tiff he was having with Jake. And that it was a silly little tiff was not lost on Willem, but for reasons he didn’t want to entertain he was irritated by what Jake was saying.

They didn’t fall out very often, but when they did it stung.

“Will, I wasn’t saying you should shut up. That’s like hundreds of miles out from my point.” Jake sat himself on the couch, and waited for Willem to turn the TV either off or down. For a short while Willem refused to do so, instead he continued to watch as Makka Pakka went about the Night Garden washing everything he came across with his sponge. Jake cleared his throat, but still Willem refused to budge. “Okay, you just sit here sulking. I’m sure when Curtis wakes up he’ll give you a conversation worthy of your newfound maturity.”

Once Willem heard the back door shut, he turned the TV off, but still remained sitting there, gazing at nothing. He really was in a funk. Normally when he felt like this the first person he’d turn to was Jake, but…

He sat up and reached into his pocket for his phone. He’d apologise to Jake for being a twat, and assuming he hadn’t pissed Jake off too much then within minutes he’d be back and the two of them could talk.

Willem knew his funk had nothing to do with the whole Lawrencia and Jimmy issue, as much as that ticked him off it was pretty much business as usual, and sure Jake had hit a sore point in regards to Willem’s bitching, but still that was not the issue. Jake and he shared pretty much everything; of course Willem was sure that Jake didn’t tell him everything, just like he didn’t tell Jake absolutely everything. That would just be dumb and plain impossible. But they always shared the big stuff, and what was developing between him and Charlie was pretty damn big.

He needed Jake in on this.

Just as he flipped open the phone it vibrated in his hand and a message alert appeared on the screen. It was Charlie. He opened the message and read; “hey, u still busy if not im online still.”

With the broadest smile he’d probably ever wear, Willem reached for the table and dragged it towards his chair, all thoughts of Jake having evaporated. He glanced up at the ceiling as the laptop powered up; he just hoped Curtis would stay asleep for at least another half hour. That would be ample time for Willem to show Charlie his secret scar.

* * *

Jake took a deep drag of his fag, and blew the smoke out into the cold evening air, wishing he’d not agreed to come to the pub. Normally he was the first one there, making sure he got the first round in, and getting steadily drunk as the night went on, leading the lads in their jokes and pranks, flirting with the first good-looking chick that caught his eye. But not this evening; he was so not in the mood.

He’d been at home, loafing around, listening to tunes and eating noodles, when Mike called to tell him that Amy was going to be at the Chancery later. The prospect of spending some time in Amy’s company, and that of the lads, coupled with the need to get out of his huff, was enough for him to agree to meet Mike at the pub. It was a good plan, and normally one that would have worked like a charm. Alas, as Jake soon discovered, his mood refused to accommodate such a jovial time, and sitting there drinking his Staropramen he felt like some kind of vampire, sucking the fun out of everyone.

Mike noticed, and so increased his effort to drag Jake into his anecdote about how he had brained some fat cow the other day; just one of many amusing things you could apparently do by poking your testicles out of your trousers and squeezing them. Mike was too hooked on dumb TV, with the likes of Jackass being the definition of good entertainment, and as such the endless crazy stunts that Mike picked up never ceased to amuse Jake, but he didn’t think any amount of drink would make him want to squeeze his nuts through his jeans until they looked like an approximation of a brain. For one thing it just seemed like a painfully stupid thing to do, and secondly he just couldn’t be fucked.

His huff wasn’t helped none by the arrival of Jimmy, dressed as usual in his chavish tracksuit, the bottoms of which were barely hanging off his ass, his boxers on full show. It seemed that some “fashions” weren’t going anywhere quickly. He approached the bar with his little buddy, who was dressed in a way that led Jake to suspect a bit of misplaced idol worship going on, and loudly demanded a Stella from the girl behind the bar. The girl, Kayleigh Jake thought her name was, refused sale on account of the kid who she did not believe looked twenty-five. Naturally Jimmy was having none of this, and came up with every excuse he could think of.

As the situation steadily got worse, Jake’s eyes narrowed, his muscles tensing. A few more seconds of this and he would personally make sure Jimmy said hello to the pavement outside. In the long run Will might even thank him for forcing the issue. God knows someone needed to, before Jimmy ran amuck over everyone in Will’s family. Mike noticed the look on Jake’s face, and pointed him to the door.

At last, as Mike had promised, Amy had turned up. She arrived with some friends, looking as stunning as ever in her blue dress and woollen shrug, which only served to accentuate her curves and bring out her sparkling blue eyes. She was no supermodel, but she didn’t need to be. Jake preferred his women to look real, and Amy filled that category lovely. A woman who knew how to look after herself, but not so much that she lost any of her natural curves in favour of jutting bones. Sometimes Jake thought he was being dumb thinking she’d be interested in him, but Mike insisted he’d heard rumour that Amy was asking after Jake. And so, shortly after she had entered, he plucked up the courage to go over and actually speak to her. Time to cut out the middleman, or rather, woman in this case. Enough of messages being passed from one of her girl friends to Mike. But as he approached her, and she turned to look at him over the lip of her wine glass, he found himself turning and heading outside.

His bad mood really didn’t want him to have any kind of fun.

The smoke that hung in the evening air before him mirrored the state of his mind. All day, since leaving Will’s, he’d been trying to work out what was bugging his best mate. It wasn’t often he saw Will in full on strop, and being secretive about some phone call or other, and it bugged him. There was probably a good reason, but he was surprised that Will hadn’t tried to call to explain. Not that he needed to, of course; Jake wasn’t Will’s keeper.

“Got a light, babe?”

Jake was pulled out of his fog by a female voice he could only describe as silken. He turned to find Amy standing in the pub doorway, a fag in her hand, poised by her mouth expectantly. She smiled at him with a smile that spoke of many broken hearts. But some things were worth getting your heart broken, Jake figured, and he suspected a brief romance with Amy was one such thing.

Jake coughed. “Erm, sure.”

He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out his lighter. She thanked him for the light, and took a toke of her cigarette. They stood there in an uncomfortable silence watching as the cars turned at the mini roundabout of Fulham’s Cross, either carrying on up Lillie Road or turning off towards Putney via Munster Road. A 74 bus pulled up at the bus stop before the pub, and together they watched a man stagger off the bus, looking worse for a night out on the town. Jake checked his watch; it was only half eight. Clearly the bloke had started his boozing fun earlier than most sane people.

The door opened behind them, and they both turned at the shouting that emitted from within. Jake smirked as Jimmy was forced out of the pub by the manager, a big man of Greek origin who Jake would have expected to see behind a fryer in a chip shop than in charge of a pub. “Come back in here again, you little punk, and you better believe the police will have you inside quicker than that!” the manager said, in an accent that was definitely not Greek, and forcefully clicked his fingers.

Jimmy opened his mouth to issue a comeback, which Jake thought was rather stupid of him considering the manager was ready to pummel him to the ground, when he spotted Jake standing there, arms folded, itching to join in. The manager noticed Jake for the first time and a look passed between them, a forging of allegiance against a common stain of life. He nodded at Jake and went back inside, happy to leave any cleaning up to Jake.

“Were you about to say something there, James?”

“What? Nah, I was just…” Jimmy looked around as if trying to find his back up. The back-up in question, such as it was, was still inside the pub, now on the receiving end of a good talking to from the manager and Kayleigh. “What’s it got to do with you, anyway, bra? Ain’t your fucking problem.”

“Hmm, well I’m making it my problem. But you should know, bra, I wouldn’t do this just for anyone. You’re special,” Jake said, his voice soft, and took a step forward.

Jimmy backed away slowly. “Fuck you!” he hissed, turned, and legged it.

Jake was sorely tempted to follow, it was a good bet that he was in far better shape than Jimmy, but he had a good looking woman standing beside him, smiling in admiration. He smiled back at Amy. “Guy’s a prick.”

“Yeah, I’ve seen him around, waste of space.” Amy laughed, stamping out her cigarette. “I thought you were going to slam his arse, then.”

“Sorely tempted,” Jake said.

He expected Amy to respond in some coy manner or other, and was therefore surprised when she held his look. “Well, then, big man, how about buying this girl a drink and seeing if you can impress her with your intellectual capacity?”

“Sounds like a plan to me,” Jake said after careful consideration. As he escorted Amy back into the pub his head full of the possibilities of how it could end up becoming a really great weekend, he wondered what he would tell Willem about his encounter with Jimmy tomorrow. Will wouldn’t be happy, but Jake would soften the blow by telling of his hooking up with Amy. Long term or not, he expected at least one night would be amazing.

Jake sighed inwardly, nodding at Mike with a grin; he really wished Will would find himself a good man. His mate so needed to get laid, did the funky mood a world of wonders.





02.

Willem glanced at his phone again, just in case, but there were no further messages, so he placed it on the table and looked at the paperwork before him. Not that his mind was totally focussing on the job at hand.

Charlie was busy at work, which, in theory, gave Willem a chance to catch up some things that needed doing. He was, once again, in the office of the ever-troublesome shop on North End Road. He was beginning to get a little concerned with Kurt, who seemed to have a knack for misplacing important paperwork, especially that which related to staff wages. Several complaints about being underpaid had reached his ears.

Before him, on the desk was a hard copy of the rota for the last four weeks, amended to include sick days, overtime, and so on. It was a point of procedure in Coffee @ Town’s End that the rotas be planned a month in advance, so that all the staff could organise their social lives accordingly. He could only imagine the havoc endlessly altered rotas would play with the lives of his staff, and his theory was that if he kept his staff happy then he’d get the best out of them while at work. It was a theory proven time and time again, and he was proud to say that his shops probably had the lowest staff turnaround of any coffee shop in London; far lower than the big chains for sure.

The office computer was on, with many windows active, some minimised, some over others, as he sought to locate the file that told him who had been paid what on Friday. There should have been a hard copy of the document in the drawer alongside the staff rota for the last four weeks, but nada. And so Willem had turned his attention to the computer, wherein he ought to be able to find the original file. He really didn’t want to ask everyone to bring in their payslips, cause that would be a nuisance, but he was seeing little choice since the staff wages records seemed to be nowhere on the system.

Unless…He needed some help, from the one person who understood the system better than he did. Stephen Krueger, the manager of the Kensington High Street shop. Willem reached for the phone, and pressed the quick dial button. Within seconds the phone was answered, and a young woman’s voice said; “Good morning, Coffee at Town’s End, how can I help you?”

Willem smiled to himself. “Hi, is this Shannon?”

A momentary pause at the other end. “Erm, yeah it is,” she replied, her professional voice forgotten for a moment. “Who’s this?”

“It’s Willem. Is Stephen there?”

“He is, Mister Townsend,” Shannon said, switching to the consummate professional in a heartbeat, “if you could just hold a moment, I’ll get him.”

“Cheers,” Willem said, always preferring to keep his dealings with the staff light. He couldn’t stand all the bowing and scraping you got in a lot of big chains. Regardless of their jobs, or their positions in the companies, people were still people and ought to be treated equally. Unfortunately his staff just couldn’t get that, but nonetheless he remained casual with them in the hope that one day they’d respond in kind.

It wasn’t long before Ste picked up the line and said hello. His voice was unusually husky. “Alright, Ste, what’s up? Not sounding your usual self there. Too much extreme sporting on the weekend with Robin?” he asked, mentioning the only person from Ste’s private life that he knew of. He’d never met Robin, but Willem had heard Ste mention him a lot over the last seven years, usually in relation to the high risk sports that Ste seemed to enjoy so much.

“I wish. Nah, ain’t seen Robin in a while.”

“Ah, so what’s up?”

“Laryngitis, my doctor says.”

“Nasty.”

“Yeah, pretty much, but I’ll deal. What…” Ste stopped as a fit of coughing erupted over the phone. Willem was glad they hadn’t invented more interactive phones yet; otherwise he expected his face would be covered in mucus by now. “Sorry,” Ste said, his voice sounding even more strained. “What can I do you for?”

The laryngitis was obviously getting to Ste more than he liked to admit since normally any phone call between them lasted a good ten minutes before they even thought to talk business. The banter was a key role in their relationship and it had always been so. Even now he could still remember the cocksure sixteen-year-old he had first employed back in ’96 when he opened the very first coffee shop.

“Don’t worry about it, Ste, you sound awful. Why you even at work? Surely Carolina can come in and run the shift?”

“She is. I’m in the office; audit day. Trying to rest my voice, drink lots of water; all that jazz. Doc says I only got acute laryngitis and it should pass in a few days.”

“Don’t sound that cute to me, mate.”

This got Ste laughing; although by the sound of it he wouldn’t be thanking Willem any time soon. Still, laughter was good for the soul, especially when ill. Even if it was an old joke. “So, now you got me talking anyway, to what do I owe the honour?”

“There’s been some kind of cock up with the wages and I’m trying to find the records on the computer, but nada!”

“Don’t tell me, Kurt at North End, yeah?”

Willem didn’t answer; instead he just waited for the inevitable comment.

“Told you he was shit. Worst mistake you ever made when you promoted him.”

Willem agreed, now, but at the time he was convinced Kurt was right for the job. He knew the coffee shop business so well, but Kurt was a prime example that a good supervisor did not necessarily mean good manager material. Still, one bad business move in fourteen years wasn’t a major issue. A bit of corrective coaching should solve the problem. Well, maybe more than a bit.

“Uh huh, you have pointed this out on occasion. Anyway, Kurt screwed up and now I can’t find the records to check against the rotas. I’m assuming it’s still on the computer system, but you know me, never could get me head around this damn system. That’s why I have a you.”

Willem could just imagine Ste rolling his eyes, and yet at the same time falling for the bit of flattery. There was nothing wrong with Ste’s ego, but it was easily susceptible. Of course, the fact that Ste was a genius with computers did nothing but enforce his own importance in such matters, not that Willem minded much, since he was useless when it came to computers. He knew how to use them, no hassle there, but when it came to doing anything more complicated than surface daily stuff he was well and truly screwed. Possibly one reason he chose to study Business & Economics at university and not IT.

“Okay, I’ll come over and find the file for you. Anything to stick it to Kurt, but…”

“Yeah, go on, knew there’d be a but somewhere.”

“But,” Ste went on pointedly, “you gotta come back here later and help me with this damn audit.”

As buts went, Willem didn’t mind that one. He was always up for crunching some figures. Still, one final little jab wouldn’t hurt. “And there was me thinking I was your boss.”

Willem took a little pleasure in the painful laugh that spurted on the other end of the line as he ended the call. He sat back in his chair with a satisfied smirk.

* * *

“Cheers, doll,” Mike said, to the big lady who placed the plate of bacon and eggs on the table before him.

“Only doll I’ve ever been is one of those Russian dolls,” the woman said, laughed sweetly, and returned to making more greasy food for the cafe customers.

Mike watched her go, then turned to Jake. “I don’t get it; somehow I don’t see her in a furry hat.”

Jake smacked him upside the head. “I can see why you’re a labourer, Mikey, you’re as thick as pig shit. You must have seen those Russian dolls? Every time you open one there’s a smaller one inside, until you get to one no bigger than your dick.”

Mike frowned at Jake’s effrontery. “Man, you’re so funny. And this from the man who couldn’t satisfy a Lilliputian with his.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Jake said with a wink, “Amy hasn’t complained yet.”

“Tell me more, and I want details.” Mike leaned in closer, and so Jake told him a pack of lies, littered with a little truth, of course, since he did have a rep as a ladie’s man to think about, and of course Mike took it all in, as he usually did.

They were sat at the Greasy Spoon, their usual haunt for breakfast at the start of the week, making sure their bodies were full of cholesterol before returning to the building site before being sent off by the foreman to whichever job they were assigned for the week. More often than not Mikey and he ended up working the whole week together, but once in a while they found themselves at opposite ends of London, and that was why their Monday morning binge of full English breakfast and several cups of tea was essential. Catch up time for the weekend.

For Jake, though, there was a bigger reason. He loved Will, no doubt about it, and would do anything for him, but when it came to being all laddish and talking about the things most guys talked about—the latest shag, football, and generally acting like oafs for a bit—Will was just no good at those things. Jake didn’t think it was totally due to his sexual orientation, a lot of it was simply just because of the person that Will was, low on fun and high on responsibility. Jake would have given anything to have Will along on one of the lad’s nights out, but Will and his lambic beers would be so out of place it’d become embarrassing.

“How long before you move on, then?” Mike asked.

Jake shrugged. “Dunno, guy, things are going pretty well with Amy. See how long before I get bored.”

“Give you another week tops. I know you, Jacob, me old mucker, and your little fella gets bored with dipping into the same pot for too long.” Mike stuffed his mouth with half a slice of toast, and chewed. “You know,” he said, bits of toasted bread spitting out onto his plate, “you could always try Willem. There’s a hole you’ve not explored.”

Jake didn’t respond immediately, his mind drifting back momentarily to a brief interlude some twenty years ago. He shook his head, dismantling the memory. “Fuck off! Mate, you’re sick. I got nothing against Will being gay, but he doesn’t think of me that way. And, anyway, you’re more his type.”

Mike baulked at this, but he couldn’t deny it. When not in his scruffy work clothes and hardhat, Mike was something of a metrosexual; a pretty boy who preened himself in front of a mirror for a good hour before going out, every hair in perfect place, and smelling like a tart’s handbag. Judging on the few boyfriends Will had had over the years he could easily see Will and Mikey together. Will liked them younger, too, and at twenty-eight Mike fitted the bill nicely.

“Don’t know, mate,” Mike said, “wouldn’t want to get between you two, you’re pretty tight.”

“Well, d’uh, I’ve known him almost my whole life. And, you know, he doesn’t really have the fun bags to hold on to.” Jake mimed groping a woman’s breasts, an act that almost made Mike choke. A cleared throat sounded behind them and Jake turned around. The non-Russian doll was giving him a look that told him to tone it down. “Ah, come on, tell me your husband don’t like playing with those bags?”

The woman shook her head, and unconsciously nudged her rather ample breasts, instantly giving Jake a mental image of Cissie & Ada. “You’ll be lucky to find someone like me,” she said, and for a second Jake wondered if she was perhaps her own husband in drag.

Jake nodded in mock seriousness, trying to not smile at the idea of her shaving every morning. “True, so give me your number and I’ll give you a call when I’ve tried out the rest of London.”

“Okay, hush it now, stallion.”

Jake winked and turned back to Mike, who was shaking his head. “What?”

“You’ll try anyone once, won’t you?”

“Sure, why not? All I ask is that she’s female and free of disease.”

“Mate, you’re gonna have to settle down one day,” Mike said, fingering his wedding ring.

“Me?” Jake scoffed. “Never going to happen, man, and if it does, it’ll have to be with someone pretty special.”

* * *

“Has it really been fourteen years?” Ste asked, as his left hand manoeuvred the mouse around the computer, opening file after file, locating backdoors.

Willem was slightly envious, mindful of the countless times his own hand lost control of the mouse and accidently closed documents without saving them, and here was Ste moving the cursor around like it was part of his own body, so much so that quite often he’d look away from the monitor while chatting to Willem and still the cursor would click on the exact thing he’d been looking for. Damn him and his skill.

“And almost five months. Yup, come September we’ll be celebrating the fifteenth anniversary of the opening of the first Coffee at Town’s End shop.”

“Can’t believe I’ve known you that long.”

“And still I know so little about you.”

“You know how it is, dude, social life and business not on my menus of mixers. Way it’s always been.”

Willem glanced down at his mobile which he was cradling in his hands; he was due a text off Charlie any moment. “Ever since you were a spotty sixteen-year-old. You were crap with the ladies back then, too,” he added, repeating a very old joke.

“Look who’s talking, matey.”

“I’m gay, what’s your excuse?” Willem raised his eyebrows, and Ste let out a snort of derision. And then a throaty cough. Willem chuckled. He’d lost count how many times they’d been through that routine, although usually Ste wasn’t ill. “Be careful with that, I can’t afford to catch it.”

“Laryngitis ain’t contagious, fool,” Ste said, looking back at the monitor. “Come on, baby, work for me.” Willem glanced over Ste’s shoulder at the little box that had appeared on the screen. A green line was increasing at the centre of the box. Willem wasn’t too sure what it meant, but he knew enough to know it was doing something positive. “So, what, you off somewhere interesting?”

Willem blinked, blindsided by the abrupt question. “Huh?”

“Well, you don’t want to get laryngitis, so I’m assuming you’ve got something planned that would not be so cool if you developed an inflamed larynx. Now,” Ste paused, clicking the mouse once, and turned triumphantly to Willem, “got it!”

On the screen an Excel document opened, displaying the pay information Willem needed to sort out the mess Kurt had made. “Brilliant. I owe you one.”

“I know, that’s why you’re coming back to Ken High Street with me. Also, for the record, you might want to seriously have a word with Kurt. Sure I know I don’t like him, so you can read this as slightly biased, but there is no way that document would have been so embedded in the hard drive unless it was intentionally put there.”

Willem frowned. “Not even accidently?”

“No chance. Looks to me like he thought he’d removed the file permanently, but alas, or fortunately for you, nothing is ever totally deleted off a hard drive. You just need to know where to look.”

“Okay, that’s slightly worrying.”

Ste coughed, and reached for the glass of water he’d brought up to the office with him. “I’d say so.”

Willem looked to the floor, his eyes following the pattern of the rug. Disappointment was a nice way to put how Willem felt. He trusted the people who worked for him, and in fourteen years of business he had never had any cause to discipline a single one of them. Now, that it should be one of his shop managers…

“Can you sit in on the meeting? Take notes. I want to make sure that there are no misunderstandings here.” He looked up from the rug, and the expression on Ste’s thin face was as serious as Willem had ever seen.

“That I can do.”

“Cheers.”

“When’s Kurt in next?”

“Tomorrow. Is tomorrow good for you?”

Ste gave this some thought; he was a busy guy outside of work, and the whole reason Willem made it policy to plan the rotas four weeks in advance. Actually, come to think of it, Ste was the reason behind most policy changes that Willem had ever made. Advantage of being the first person hired; he became the prototype for every future employee. “Okay, tomorrow is cool. But I’d suggest not ringing Kurt, but rather tell him tomorrow. If he’s up to some big scam he might decide to leg it, rather than face the music.”

Willem hadn’t considered this. Despite the big let-down over the deleted document his mind was still on its default setting; trust your employees, think the best of them and they’ll think the best of themselves. “You really think he’d do that?”

The look in Ste’s blue eyes was enough of a response for Willem. “Also, I’d suggest you let him bring a witness in, too. Need to do this by the book, just in case things get nasty.”

“Shit,” Willem said, taking a deep breath. If things did indeed get nasty, he saw all kinds of possibilities. Police, courts. It could go on for a while. He just didn’t understand why someone would do something like…He stopped himself. Like what? He didn’t even know what Kurt had done yet. “Can we send this file across to the Kensington office, then we can crunch these figures and your audit at the same time?”

“Yeah. It’s called email. You know the one; you’re the net junkie here.”

Willem made a face at Ste. “Well, yeah obviously we can email it across, but I just thought…”

Ste fought to hold back a laugh. “You’re really off your game today. Something to do with the call you’re expecting?”

“Call? What call?”

Ste pointed at the mobile still being cupped by Willem. “The one you keep looking at your phone expecting.” For a moment Willem felt like a kid caught out doing something particularly naughty, but Ste unknowingly gave him the perfect get out. “You waiting to hear about the new shop?”

Willem smiled, hopefully in a convincing manner. “Anytime now.” It wasn’t a straight out lie, after all he was waiting to hear from Network Rail who were going to tell him if he got the lease on the unit at King’s Cross Station. Getting a unit in one of London’s biggest train stations would be the crowning achievement at this point in his career, since it tended to only be the big chains that got hold of those units. Select Service Partners was the biggest competition, with their various brands taking up most of the train station units in the country, everything from Upper Crust to Marks & Spencer. But if he could get a Coffee @ Town’s End in a station; the potential revenue and exposure would set him on the road to becoming a proper chain, to the point where he could eventually form big business partnerships. But, of course, that wasn’t the call he was waiting on, not that he was actually waiting on a call per se.

“Gonna be big potatoes,” Ste said, echoing the thoughts rushing through Willem’s head. “At this rate you’re gonna need an area manager.”

“Angling for a promotion?”

“You know it makes sense,” Ste pointed out with a smile, which didn’t waver when he added, “so who you really waiting to hear from? You’ve got a glow about you, and it’s not one I’ve ever seen you with before. Not even when you were with that…what was his name? Jacen, right?”

Willem swallowed hard. “How’d you mean?”

Ste raised an eyebrow. “What’s his name?”

“Charlie.” The name popped out suddenly, and it left Willem with a sense of relief. It was as if he’d been holding his breath for weeks, and was only now able to breathe again. He grinned, no longer wanting to keep the news to himself. “Email that document across, and then I’ll fill you in on the way to High Street Ken.”

* * *

“You’re not freaking out on me,” Willem pointed out, unsure whether to be disappointed or not. There hadn’t been much to tell, really, and it barely covered the five-minute journey up North End Road to the Talgarth Road junction. They were waiting at the traffic lights, the old Three Kings pub on their right, with its green doors constantly open as people entered and exited for the ever-important cigarette. Not that Willem frequented pubs very often, but making public places smoke free was the best ruling the government had made in recent years as far as he was concerned.

They were in Ste’s little ’02 VW Lupo, since Willem’s own car was still parked outside his house. The walk from his place to the North End Road shop was only ten minutes on a good day, so it seemed pointless to take his car, which meant he was now stuck in this car, his legs struggling to fit beneath the dashboard. It wasn’t that Willem was tall especially, but the passenger seat had got jammed one day after it had been moved forward to make space for one of Ste’s larger friends.

“Why should I? Way I see it is that it’s no different to being pen-pals, and many a romance has started out with two people being pen-pals,” Ste said, and hissed his frustration at the still-red traffic lights. “I swear they stay red here longer than anywhere else in London.”

Ste had a point about the pen-pals thing, and it was quite an enlightened view Willem decided. Not a view he suspected many others would hold to.

“They only stay red to piss you off,” Willem said, “either that or they’re just helping you put off the audit.”

“Good thinking there, Sherlock.” Ste leaned forward and placed his palms together, looking up at the lights in mock-piety. “Stay red, stay red.” It was good to see that Ste wasn’t allowing the laryngitis to get in the way of his natural good humour. “To be honest, though, isn’t that the whole point of those chat room things? To hook up with people, make a connection? After all, for people like you, there has to be some way to meet new people in some meaningful way.”

Willem wasn’t too sure he liked the “people like you” remark, but he conceded the point on account of the fact that Ste was actually making him feel better and less guilty. Although he still wasn’t sure what there was to feel guilty about, but nonetheless that unmistakable feeling was very much present. “It doesn’t help that chat rooms are mostly filled by weird people who are out to get laid, who have the social graces of pigs, and can’t spell for toffee. Which is actually kind of depressing in and of itself.”

“Really? See, I don’t get that, you’d think with all this written communication people’s spelling would improve, not get worse. God, is that shop still there?”

“Huh?” Not for the first time Willem was caught off guard by Ste’s habit of segueing from one thing to another.

He was looking across the junction where North End Road continued on its way to Kensington High Street, at a small convenience store. “Touch of Class, they’ve been there forever I’m sure. Remember them being there when I was in school.”

“Wasn’t that long ago.”

“Over fifteen years.” Ste pursed his lips together. “Wonder if the Khans still run the place?”

“Want to pop in and find out?”

Ste looked at Willem like he was some mentally deficient child. “Like they’d remember me? Anyway, green is go!”

And so it was. Ste released the handbrake and the car went on its way.

Willem didn’t like the Lupo, it was what he liked to call a lazy car. He preferred to be in complete control when he was driving, and the point of an automatic was lost on him. As they passed the store, Ste glanced at it quickly. The look of nostalgia was one Willem understood all too well, he’d been feeling it himself often enough the last couple of weeks.

“Charlie wants me to go to Southend to spend a few days with him,” he said suddenly. It was one of those things he wanted to lay on the table between him and Jake, but he was having the hardest time even broaching the subject of Charlie with Jake. Talking to Ste was so much easier for some reason. A notion that Willem would never have thought possible.

“Cool,” Ste said just as quickly. “You going to go?”

Good question. Willem wanted to, that much was certain, but how could he just up and leave everything? His job, his family, his sister…The idea of being away for a few days and not being on hand to help out with Curtis did not sit well with him at all, and then there was Jake. In almost thirty years they’d barely been apart, saw each other practically every day. “Don’t know. Should I?”

“Dude, if you need to ask that question then damn right you do. I don’t think you’ve ever taken a holiday in all the time I’ve known you. Bet you never had a day off school, either, did you?”

Willem opened his mouth to refute that, but found he couldn’t. “Well, no, I didn’t. Someone had to achieve something in my family, and it was pretty clear it wasn’t going to be anybody else. The only thing my dad has achieved is a closeness with drink and God, and look at my mother and sister…”

“Even more reason to go. You put way too much on yourself, Will, always have as far as I can see. You’ve got no social life to speak of, other than having a few people over now and again for wine and fun on the Wii, a family that use you like a hole in the wall, and you keep Jake hanging around like a sick puppy.”

Willem narrowed his eyes, and looked over at Ste. “Since when did you get all insightful?”

“Since always. I’ve known you for a decade and a half, dude, and unlike me you’re an open book. Listen, you do what you want to do, but seriously, doing something unexpected will probably do you well. You think I’m this reliable and good at my job because my private life is full of boring shit? Nope, always out there doing things that people would never expect of a responsible manager-type.” Ste winked at Willem in a conspiratorial way that sent a shiver of excitement up his spine. “Go, man, totally throw everything for a curve ball.”

Willem wasn’t too sure how to respond to that, and was therefore quite relieved when his phone vibrated in his hand. He flipped it open and read the message from Charlie, asking him if he’d decided on whether he was coming or not.

Willem looked at Ste who was apparently fully focussed on driving up Kensington High Street, taking in the sights of all the shops and people as if they were brand new. Right, like he wasn’t egging Willem on in his silence.

Willem grinned. Fuck it, Ste was right.

Need to arrange a time soon, he typed into his phone and hit the send button.





03.

The insistent banging soon roused him from his sleep, the echo of dreams still befuddling his reasoning. For a moment Willem wondered where he was; but with a growing feeling of depression he realised he was no longer in the arms of his lover. This brief down feeling soon turned to annoyance, when he opened his eyes and found himself lying on his couch, topless, his jeans only half buttoned. For a few moments more he didn’t move. He just looked up at the high artexed ceiling, abstractly thinking that he really needed to sort it out; artex was so done, it looked lame and reminded him too much of old folks long gone.

It had been a nice dream. He’d met up with Charlie, and enjoyed the most amazing time. They had gone to a show, followed by a lovely meal in a swanky restaurant, talked loads, kissed even more, and ended back in Charlie’s bed, and…

Willem scowled, feeling the hardness in his shorts, pushing tight against jeans misaligned by an uncomfortable night of sleep on the couch, slowly beginning to subside along with the more intimate details of the dream. Things had barely heated up before he was dragged back to the reality that he’d yet to actually meet Charlie.

Still the banging continued.

With a groan he forced himself to a sitting position, wondering who the hell would be knocking at his door so early in the morning and so damn incessantly. One name popped straight into his head. Lawrencia. Only his sister would think her problems were so important that they couldn’t wait until a godlier hour before trying to find some kind of resolution. And worse, that it was a resolution that only Willem could help with. Like he actually gave a crap.

He stood up, adjusted himself inside his shorts, now that he was able to finally do so, straightened his jeans and looked around for his belt. Both the belt and his top were on the chair, so he stumbled over to get them. As he did so he glanced around the lounge. His laptop was still open, although it had powered down at some point during the night. Willem didn’t remember actually ending the webcam chat with Charlie, so he could only assume that one of them had said goodbye. He hoped he hadn’t fallen asleep on Charlie, because that would be tantamount to relationship suicide, especially this early in. He certainly didn’t think he’d done so, and the crunched cans lying beside the laptop gave him good reason as to why he failed to recall the closing moments.

Charlie had mentioned that they needed Skype, and Willem had agreed that once they’d met up then he’d look into it. Having Charlie on his widescreen TV had to be better than just on his laptop via webcam, if nothing else HD would only increase the more intimate details of their…erm, conversations.

Willem grinned, as he did his buttons up and fed the belt through the hooks of his jeans; the conversation had certainly heated up last night, that much he did remember, but by that point he had been on his fourth can, and after that…well, he had no idea. He had never been a big drinker; the odd glass of wine when he settled down to a DVD, maybe a can or two when he was entertaining. But six cans of Fosters was something for which his body wasn’t ready.

And now he had a headache to confirm it. The knocking on the door didn’t help.

“Yeah, yeah, I’m coming, dammit,” he mumbled to himself and clipped the buckle of his belt. He picked up his top.

The blast of cold air as he opened the front door caught him full on his naked chest. He stepped back abruptly, almost closing the door on Lawrencia’s face accidentally. She glared at him, but continued on in regardless.

“Morning to you, too,” said her retreating form. “Looks like you could do with a brew.”

Willem remained by the still open door, and blinked. She wasn’t wrong; coffee was definitely needed. Only black this time. He had an important meeting later in the day and attending in a hungover state was not a good idea. He shivered as the cold air hit him once again, and closed the door.

“Mum’s right, you’re not eating properly, are you?” Lawrencia asked as Willem entered the kitchen.

He looked down at his naked torso. Okay, so he was quite thin, but he was hardly malnourished or anything close to it. And besides, his muscles, although never going to win him any competitions, looked quite sexy. Charlie said so. “Right, and suddenly mother’s grown a conscience?” he asked, pulling his top over his head.

Lawrencia looked away at the question, choosing to focus her attention on the making of coffee. But before she did Willem noticed the haughty rolling of the eyes. It wasn’t just the standard “whatever you say” eye rolling, it was full on “get over yourself” rolling. Very few people had mastered that little piece of body language as successfully as his mother, but in that moment Lawrencia had it, and for a split second Willem saw his mother as a twenty-one year old woman. Lawrencia may have had her father’s dark skin, but in every other way she had inherited everything else of their mother.

Many times over the years Lawrencia and Willem’s siblinghood was laughed away, because of their differing skin tones, but whenever the two of them were seen in the company of their mother their lineage could not be doubted. Just like him, Lawrencia had inherited their mother’s narrow eyes and thin eyebrows. Although he hadn’t told her for a long time, Willem still considered his sister something of an ebony beauty, the Guyana roots giving her an exotic edge over most blossoming women, and he knew plenty of men who would give almost anything to be coupled with someone of such rare beauty. That she chose to remain with scum like Jimmy was beyond him.

“You and mum really need to sort this shit out, Will, it’s not good for either of you.”

“Yeah, can’t see it happening any time soon.”

“When are you going to forgive her?” Lawrencia asked over the crashing sound of the water from the tap hitting the water still in the kettle.

“I don’t know,” Willem said coolly, “when are you going to stop taking advantage of her guilt?”

The conversation died there, while Lawrencia finished making the coffees. Willem didn’t want to start his day like this, already he was irritable about being woken up so sharply, and having Lawrencia lecturing him was too much. If she continued he knew that it would lead to a few choice words from him about the whole Jimmy fiasco, and he so could not be arsed with it at the moment. So, instead, he allowed the frosty air to melt a little, and grabbed the milk from the fridge. He told her he was having it black this morning, and there followed a short exchange about late nights and the best hangover cures each knew. Spookily his little sister seemed to know more about hangovers than he did, but then he reckoned the best part of five years with Jimmy was enough cause to warrant more hangovers than his own life did.

“Where’s Curtis?” he asked, cringing at the sharp bite of the coffee on his taste buds.

“At mum’s. Me and Jimmy have to go up to Manchester; he’s got some business to sort out.” Lawrencia at least had the decency to look away as she said that, which cushioned the blow a little. Willem knew exactly what kind of business Jimmy was engaged in, and there was never anything even remotely legitimate about it. “Thing is, mum can only have Curtis for the day, she’s off to bingo tonight, so I was going to ask if you could keep him here for the night?”

“I do have work early tomorrow,” Willem pointed out, knowing full well he wasn’t going to say no, but curious to see what kind of excuse his sister was going to ply him with today.

“I should be back by then.”

Willem was surprised. No excuse translated into Willem taking Curtis to their mother’s before work, since there was no way in hell Lawrencia would be back early. He didn’t doubt that she believed her reason for going with Jimmy was simply to make sure the twat didn’t do anything too bad, but Willem also knew that once there, in the company of Jimmy’s mates, Lawrencia’s own judgement would wane and she’d soon be doped up like the rest of them.

As much as he hated the whole situation, he was glad she had enough sense to not take Curtis into it, too.

“Okay, fine. Tell mother I’ll pop over to pick him up about six. Won’t be able to get out of work any earlier than that since I’m going to end up on shift, depending on how things go with Kurt.”

Lawrencia looked up from her coffee, and Willem immediately knew she was not going to enquire about his problems at work. When she was a kid Lawrencia had always been interested in what her big brother did, but then came the big blowout with her parents and the absconding to Manchester and Jimmy. He still hadn’t got to the bottom of what had happened in those three years away, but since she’d been back her interest in the life of Willem was relegated to how much she could get out of him, and using his place as a dumping ground for Curtis whenever the kid became an inconvenience.

“Can’t you tell her? We’re leaving as soon as I…”

Willem looked down the hallway to the front door, all good feeling for his sister melting away. “He’s out there, ain’t he?”

“Yeah.”

Willem took a deep breath, itching to go outside and do some violence. Jimmy and he didn’t often come into contact, and as far as Willem was concerned it was probably for the best. He’d tried to help Jimmy a lot when he’d first came onto the scene, but all Jimmy had done was take Willem for a ride and throw it all back in his face. There was no love lost between the two of them.

“So, how much then?”

Lawrencia was caught off guard, and Willem felt a glow of satisfaction, thinking that Ste would have been proud of his segue then. “Money. You could have texted all this across while you were half way to Manchester, so you obviously knocked me up this early because you’re after cash. So how much?”

“Erm,” Lawrencia said, engaging her puppy dog look, but it was such an old trick that Willem wondered how long before she realised it didn’t actually work on him anymore. “Well we need petrol to get up to Manchester, and will probably need to stop off on the way for some food, and…”

Whatever Lawrencia said after that Willem didn’t hear. He honestly didn’t care, all he felt was disgust. Bad enough that he be woken so damn early, but that he was now essentially paying Jimmy to go and do some illegal deal up in Manchester…His mind couldn’t really bear to hear any more of Lawrencia’s shit.

So he just walked back into the lounge and got his wallet off the mantle above the fireplace. Lawrencia had followed him into the room, and he handed her a couple of fifties.

She smiled at him. “Thanks, bro, we’ll sort you out as soon as we get back.”

Willem just grunted, not trusting himself to speak.

“Okay, got to go, see you tomorrow.” Lawrencia pecked him on the cheek and left the room. Before she disappeared out of sight she glanced over at Willem, and the look in her eyes said it all.

She knew she was fucking up again, but she felt trapped and could see no way out. Willem would almost have called the look pleading, and although he knew he really ought to call her on it, he just turned away and stared at his reflection in the mirror hanging above the fireplace.

The sound of the front door closing came a few seconds later, once Lawrencia realised she wasn’t going to get any other kind of help from her brother, and was shortly followed by the revving of whatever vehicle Jimmy had jacked to get them to Manchester.

“Weak-assed cock-sucking bitch,” Willem hissed at the mirror, and it seemed as if, for a second, his reflection glared back at him accusingly.

* * *

As Jimmy guided the white van away from Will’s house, Lawrencia watched it grow smaller through the wing mirror. She was careful not to actually look back, in case Jimmy noticed. Her heart was beating fast, and she kept her hands tightly between her knees so that Jimmy would not see how much she was shaking.

Her brother thought he understood what she was going through, but he had no idea what kind of a man Jimmy actually was. She would have given anything to have returned home on her own, just her and Curtis. But in truth there was no way in hell Jimmy would have let her. He was many things, and a few of them were even good, but he was not the kind of man who would allow his son to be brought up by another man. Even if that man was her brother.

She lowered her head.

“Cheer up, babe, your bro came through, so let the good times roll.”

Lawrencia lifted her head and looked over at Jimmy, and forced a smile, hating herself even more. Soon she’d be doped up, and would be able to forget the pain eating away at her insides. It was a temporary release but the only one she had to look forward to.

In her heart of hearts she knew that she could never even begin to tell Will how he’d recently lost the chance of another nephew or niece.

* * *

“Good night, then?” Ste asked, trying to navigate his way across the now crowded office.

Willem looked up from trying to re-arrange the seating; the small office really wasn’t designed for any decent meetings. With one table, two chairs and a couple of filing cabinets it was pretty much crowded. Trying to fit a third and fourth chair was proving quite a task. He managed to squeeze a third chair in so far, with a fourth still sitting in the hallway outside, waiting it’s turn to be compressed.

He was glad that Ste had agreed to attend the meeting. Truth was, if Ste had refused, as was his right, Willem would have found someone else to stand in as a witness, but he preferred it to be Ste. He’d come a long way in the time they’d known each other, turned into a very confident and sharp man. When he got back from his weekend away, Willem decided, he would have to make sure he got Ste a big something, as a thank you primarily, for his birthday. He just had to remember to make a note of that intention in his diary once the meeting was over.

“It actually was,” Willem said, in answer to Ste’s question, “what I remember of it.”

“Sweet,” Ste said, grinning like the proverbial feline from Cheshire. “A few cans and a webcam, what could possibly go wrong?”

Willem raised an eyebrow at that. For some reason he felt like he was back in school, coming in with stories of his first sexual conquest and being egged on by the most promiscuous of the class. Only he never did share stories of sexual conquests in school, mainly because he never had any. Knuckling down and getting the best grades was all he cared about back then. Now, he reflected, perhaps Jake had been right, he’d missed a big chunk of the whole teen bonding experience.

“Your laryngitis seems to have cleared up some,” Willem pointed out.

Ste shrugged, and placed his glass of water on the table. “Quick healer, mate, my body hasn’t become dependent on drugs to get better. Good immune system,” he said, and coughed. “Still, not completely gone,” he added with a grimace.

“So I see.”

Ste sat down and started leafing through the sheets of paper that were on the desk. “What’s next, then?”

“Well,” Willem began, giving up on even considering a fourth chair, “I want you to take notes, make sure we get everything said down. Don’t want to slip up on this. I’m still finding it hard to believe that Kurt would try to scam me like this, it’s so not a Kurt thing. And yet the evidence…”

“…Pretty much says string the idiot up by the short and curlies,” Ste said, all trace of humour gone. “And haven’t you learned from last night that people often step out of character?”

Willem thought back to last night on the webcam, and nodded. Yep, that was definitely new for him. “Maybe, but there are character types that people usually fall into, read about it on Wikipedia. Let me see; melancholy, sanguine…erm…”

Ste nodded slowly at this. “Right,” he said, even slower, “and we all know that Wiki is written by experts in their fields. Only, you know, not. People are not like characters in a book, dude, you can’t define them so easily, slotting them into particular personality types. People shift and change their attitudes, their desires, everything, all they need is the right…incentive.”

There was a distant smile on Ste’s face as he said this, but Willem wasn’t sure he wanted to know the why of that. Instead he kept his tone light. “You really are the insightful professor of life, aren’t you, Mr. Krueger?”

“What can I say, Will, I’m multi-talented. And you know, there’s plenty going on in my world you’d not believe even if I did tell you. Not unless you experienced it yourself.”

Willem narrowed his eyes. “Is that an invite?”

“Don’t know, dude, wouldn’t be up to me. I’d have to ask Robin.”

“Right, the mysterious Robin. Anyway, what did you say the other day about your mixer menu?”

“True that.” Ste nodded, lips pursed in thought. His face broke out into a wide grin. “Maybe I’ll have to speak to Robin. I know he wants to meet you.”

“You two talked about me?”

A dark shadow passed across Ste’s features, but an instant later it was gone. He leaned forward. “Anyhow, I meant what’s next with you and Charlie?”

“Oh. Him,” Willem said, waving a hand as if Charlie was the last thing on his mind. Ste was clearly not convinced by this attempt at indifference, so Willem sat down in the chair he’d prepared for Kurt. “Gonna meet up with him this weekend.”

“Ah.” Ste sat back and steepled his fingers, with a smile on his lips.

“Ah what?”

“Nothing, just glad to see you’re doing something about this. Been a long time.”

Willem nodded. He couldn’t argue with that, really.

“Yeah, that’s right. Jacen.”

Willem whistled. “Now there’s a name I haven’t really thought about in a long time.” And it really had been a long while, Willem realised, a good three years in fact. Jacen and Willem hadn’t worked out too well, obviously since they were no longer dating, mostly because Jacen couldn’t deal with Willem’s commitment to his work. Jacen wanted to go off and do stuff, experience the world a little, and he wouldn’t have it when Willem tried to explain they’d have plenty of time for that later when they were financially secure. Jacen had quickly found someone else, quite an adventurous guy from what Willem had since heard. “I wonder where he is now?”

“Probably off doing what you should have done a long time ago, Will,” Ste said, and let out a gentle cough.

“Still not too sure, though,” Willem said, wondering what it was about Ste that made him want to open up so freely. “I mean, Ren’s fucked off again and I’m stuck with Curtis tonight. Not that I mind, since I love spending time with him, obviously, and better him being with me than around Jimmy, but what happens when I’m away? She can’t just knock on my door whenever, then.”

“So?” Ste held his hands up to ward off the words that were about to erupt from Willem’s mouth. “Seriously, it’s not your problem. You have your own life, and every once in a while you need to remember that.”

“That’s a selfish attitude there, Ste.”

“Probably, but as someone once said, once in a while you need to give yourself permission to be selfish. You can’t carry everyone all the time. Eventually you’ll buckle, and I hate to break this to you, Will, but you’ve been buckling for a while now.”

Willem let out a breath of air. The truth coming from Ste was too much, and he wasn’t entirely sure he wanted to hear it anymore. If this had been Jake then perhaps it would be different, since Jake had been there forever, but Ste, as much as Willem liked him, was still the kid he’d hired back in ’96. Hearing such personal observations was breaking a wall that Willem didn’t think ought to be broken. Yet at the same time he knew he could not talk to Jake about any of this; even now he could hear Jake’s response, and Willem wasn’t ready to be slated by Jake for finding love.

Whoa. Willem turned away from Ste, no longer able to take the inquisitive looks, and wondered where that had come from. Love. That was a big admission, but was it actually true? Is that really what he was feeling?

The answers to such questions had to be put aside, cause at that moment there was a knock on the office door. Kurt had arrived.

Willem stood, all business, and opened the door. “Hi, Kurt,” he said, offering his hands, “thanks for coming. Erm, on your own?”

Kurt nodded abruptly, but didn’t take the proffered hand. “That’s right, I don’t need no witness. Ain’t done nothing wrong, have I?”

“Right,” Willem said, wincing internally. He never noticed before just how council estate Kurt’s accent was. “Well, if you’d like to take a seat?”

Willem felt strange; the formality was too forced, and he didn’t like it. He’d known Kurt for years and now he was treating the man as if he was a stranger who’d just come in for a job interview. He moved to his own chair and watched Kurt sit, noticing the look of distaste that passed between Kurt and Ste. This was going to be fun.

* * *

As it turned out, fun it was not. Kurt, although no doubt thinking he was being helpful, had proved to be nothing but obtrusive, his chav accent grating on Willem’s nerves with every word uttered. He could give no good reason as to why the paperwork was missing, and refused to admit that he deleted the original document, despite Ste going into extreme detail on how it was clearly removed on purpose. Willem got lost on that technical stuff, but Ste knew his shit and it was clear from the look of anger in Kurt’s eyes that he’d been found out. Ultimately Willem decided to suspend Kurt on full pay while the matter was investigated further, and pointed out that external investigators were being called in, since he no longer felt he could deal with this impartially.

Kurt had stormed out, putting up a front of arrogance, claiming they could investigate all they wanted since he had nothing to hide. Although his colourful language indicated he knew he was screwed and could probably be done for theft and possibly fraud, since somewhere along the way wages had been lost and yet clearly paid out to someone.

A tense atmosphere was left in his wake, and although Ste attempted to lighten it with a few gags, Willem just wanted out. But he knew that he couldn’t go anywhere, since he had some paperwork to fill in before heading downstairs to run the shift. The only other person who could do so was at the hospital with her daughter, and so he was stuck on shift until half five.

“Maybe you need to give Charlie a ding?” Ste suggested.

“Why?” Willem said. Well, snapped. He knew he was snapping, but couldn’t really help himself. “I can deal with things without consulting my boyfriend.”

“Hmm.” Ste chewed his bottom lip, his raised-eyebrow look never wavering. “Yes, I got that after years of seeing business man here. But I was more thinking that perhaps you need to chill out a bit, and talking to your fella might do that for you.”

“You know what, Stephen; I don’t need your advice. I’m the boss, you’re the employee, let’s keep it that way yeah?”

“Sure,” Ste said, and calmly stood up. He gathered his things together, all the while making sure he didn’t look at Willem. Once he reached the door, he looked back. “When you’ve worked out what’s actually bothering you, you’ll know where to find me. Later.”

Once the door was shut and Willem was alone, he slammed his fist on the table. “Fuck!”

For a while he sat there, looking at the closed door, his mind racing through all the things that were ticking him off. As usual the business with his sister was up near the top; like a constant itch he couldn’t reach, her situation bugged him. Kurt’s own activities also kicked him in the teeth. Never before in his professional life had something seemed so personal to him. He didn’t understand why Kurt would do whatever he did, and it didn’t seem too likely that Kurt was going to tell him, either. Hopefully the investigation would uncover that truth, and even if it did Willem didn’t suppose it’d make things better. Kurt had gone against him, and that smarted.

And now he was in an odd position with Ste. They’d always got on well, never been especially close, but the way he had snapped at Ste was totally out of order. The guy had helped him out with the Kurt problem, and had, apropos of nothing, helped him get his head around his relationship with Charlie. Maybe Ste had overstepped the bounds slightly with his advice on Willem’s personal life, but he couldn’t deny that Ste was spot on.

He really was buckling.

Ste had also been right about the temporary fix. Later, when things had calmed down, Willem would call Ste and apologise for being a jerk to him. But right now he had another call to make.

As he speed dialled Charlie’s number he glanced up at the clock on the wall. Charlie was in work, but hopefully he was on a break. That was the problem with Charlie being a manager in a pub, his breaks came at random times and if ever Willem wanted to call him he just had to chance it. More often than not he ended up leaving a message; Willem just hoped that this wasn’t going to prove to be one of those times.

It wasn’t.

“Hey, lover boy, you all right?”

Upon hearing Charlie’s light voice Willem decided that, yes, he was indeed all right. Now.

* * *

Jake noticed her long before she noticed him. He wasn’t sure if that was a good sign or not, but maybe all these men in dusty jeans and hardhats looked much the same to the casual viewer. He didn’t think he particularly looked much like the other guys on the site, but hey, he never really looked at them through the eyes of a woman before.

He got Mike to cover for him and jogged offsite to meet Amy, who was looking around with a small paper bag in one hand. Standing on the edge of the work site Amy looked very out of place, in her smart Armani suit. That he had a girlfriend who worked as a Futures Trader impressed the guys no end, not that many of them understood what that job actually entailed, neither did he really even though Amy had tried to explain it to him, but it sounded mightily impressive nonetheless.

“Hey, darling, what brings you to the cesspit?” Jake asked, as he leaned in to kiss her.

She pulled away and blew him a kiss instead. “That’s the best you’re getting, mister, while you’re covered in that muck.”

Jake looked down at himself. “Don’t know what you mean, I’m just like every other Joe here.”

Amy raised any eyebrow. “That’s why I’m not a Joe.” She handed the brown bag to him. “Anyway, thought you could do with some sarnies to tide you over until this evening. Grown man like you needs to keep his strength up; stamina might be useful tonight.”

Jake liked the sound of that. Despite what he’d been telling the lads since he came back to work after the weekend, little had happened between Amy and he since Friday. And, unusually for him, he quite liked that. They’d spent a lot of time just talking, going for walks, and even, God help him, visiting the Natural History Museum. That there was an intellectual inside Jake was of no surprise to him, but that Amy brought it out so easily did surprise him somewhat. The lads wouldn’t believe him even if he did tell them the truth about the weekend.

Tonight, however, seemed to be the night when Amy and he connected on a different level. Unless, of course, his stamina was needed for some excruciating visit to the gym. With Amy anything was possible.

“That’s very sweet of you,” Jake said, taking the bag. “Let me guess; ham, cheese and tomato?”

“With just a hint of pepper.”

“Perfect. How long can you stay for?”

Amy checked her watch. “I can’t, got an important meeting. But I had a few minutes, so…”

Jake smiled. “You thought you’d pop over and see me with the sandwiches as a good excuse?”

“Who said I need an excuse?” She turned away, but glanced back quickly. “Be seeing you tonight.”

Jake watched her walk away, certain she was intentionally sassing for him. It was a gesture he heartedly approved of. “You better believe it,” he said to himself.

* * *

Willem’s short chat with Charlie did the trick, just as Ste had said it would, leaving him in an effervescent mood which carried him nicely through the following shift. He quite enjoyed the actual work, interacting with the customers. It had been a while since he’d done some proper hands on work at his shops, so it was nice to just chat and talk about coffee instead of looking at figures and planning for a new shop in a busy train station. Of course being the big boss did come with a few cons, in particular an edginess to the staff who acted in a very stilted manner for the first hour or two, while he sought ways to convince them that he wasn’t here to watch them and that they really should act as if he was just another of the guys. Eventually the message did get through, and he finally saw the real world according to the staff of Coffee @ Town’s End. And he liked what he saw. The staff were great at their jobs, always friendly and welcoming to the customers, but clownish in equal measure behind the scenes. It was a work ethic he wholly approved of; if work wasn’t fun then there really was no point to it.

The good vibes stayed with him as he travelled to his mother’s, and he refused to allow her husband to bring him down. He had already decided that he would invite Jake over for the evening; it had been a long time since they’d pulled an all-nighter, and now was as good a time as any, plus it was time for him to tell Jake all about Charlie. And he had just the way into the conversation.

En route to his mother’s he tried calling Ste, illegally using his Bluetooth connection while driving, but the line was dead. Now Ste had already dropped a few hints about his exciting and unexpected social life, so Willem assumed that while engaging in this world of his Ste probably didn’t wish to be disturbed and thus kept his phone off. Not put off, once he pulled up outside his mother’s house, Willem sent Ste a text apologising for his unforgiveable snappiness earlier.

Picking up Curtis was relatively painless, and formal. Barely a word was passed between Willem and Eon, his mother’s husband, but as ever the looks of ill-concealed disgust levelled at Willem went unnoticed by his mother. She kindly left him in the living room, while she went about getting Curtis’s stuff together; the idea of actually having it all ready in time for Curtis to be picked up clearly did not occur to her. Instead she’d rather spend her energies bitching about being dumped on by Lawrencia and how it played havoc with her night.

“You could have said no,” Willem pointed out.

His mother rolled her eyes at that idea, and Willem had to hide a smile. Yes, Lawrencia was definitely her daughter. “No, I couldn’t, and you know why.”

So he did. The whole reason Lawrencia had absconded to Manchester five years ago was because of a flaming row she’d had with their mother, who had forbade her to do something or other. Willem couldn’t remember the minutiae, but ever since she’d come back his mother had almost bent over backwards to accommodate Lawrencia in fear that she might up and leave again at the first sign of resistance.

As his mother continued to busy herself, Willem chose to wander up the stairs to where Curtis was playing, idly wondering if perhaps he was actually holding back on Lawrencia as a favour to his mother. It didn’t seem likely, since it was against his nature to defer to his mother in any way shape or form, but subconsciously it was a possibility he supposed.

Curtis did not hear Willem approach, so he stood at the doorway for a short while, as Curtis played with his little cars. Watching his nephew transported him back almost thirty years, and he saw himself in the very same room with Jake playing with Matchbox cars. Willem had had a bucket full of random cars, way more than any kid really needed, and was often getting in trouble for laying them out all the way down the stairs. Willem smiled at the memory. It was a happy home back then, just him and his parents, almost a decade before the big divorce came along after his mother’s affair with Eon Adomako was discovered, and his dad was kicked out of his own house.

Various other small events followed, key moments in Willem’s life marked by abrupt changes that sent his dad to the arms of Jesus, and led to the birth of his sister in 1990, by which time Eon had already moved into the house and made it his home. Willem had to suffer a few excruciating years before he was able to move into a student flat when he started college.

It was in moments like this, as he was dragged back to easier times, that he wondered how his life would have differed if he’d not gone to college. Would he be in Jake’s place now? Going from job to job, coasting through life, but always having fun and rarely being left alone. Would he have stayed at home, been there for Lawrencia from her birth, found a middle ground of understanding with the man who became his stepfather? He didn’t know. He’d read lots of literature on the more esoteric beliefs and sometimes thought his life would have turned out the way he did regardless of his choices as a teen. Events would have conspired against him to make him the man he was. But for that moment he lost himself in the thought that maybe, just maybe, it was not too late to change the man he had become.

“Undle Willam!”

Willem snapped out of his private place and came crashing back to reality as a bundle of child ran into his legs. He reached down and scooped Curtis up. “Hey, buddy, how you doing?”

“I fine. Grampy buyed me new car.”

“Did he? Wow, which one?” Willem asked, returning Curtis to the floor. The kid scrambled over to his pile of cars and picked out the shiny new one. “That’s brilliant! What car is it?”

“Blue one,” Curtis said, as if that was obvious. And indeed it was blue, but usually Curtis gave his cars names. Clearly the shiny blue one didn’t deserve a name, maybe because grampy bought it, Willem thought ruthlessly.

“Right, then, shall we put these away? You’re coming to Uncle Willem’s tonight.”

Curtis lowered his head. “Mummy and Daddy left me,” he said quietly, his solemn voice reaching right in and pulling the biggest heartstring it could find.

Willem swallowed hard, and knelt down beside his nephew. “I’m always here for you, buddy. Uncle Willem will never leave you.”

For a moment Curtis didn’t look up, instead he continued to look at the car in his hand. Then he dropped the car, looked up and smiled the most rewarding smile Willem had ever seen.

“Come here,” Willem said, and took Curtis in his arms. “I love you.”

“How much?” Curtis’s muffled voice asked.

Willem released Curtis and threw his arms as far apart as he was able. “This much!”

“That big much. I love you this much in the whole world,” Curtis said, also throwing his chubby arms out wide. Willem grinned, wishing all love was so easy to find.
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