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Between a Rock and a Hard Place

 

By Clare London

A London Lads Story

 

Garry’s at the end of his tether. He’s waiting at Glasgow Airport to meet his friend Will, on their way to a holiday in a Scottish Highlands hotel. Now there’s a ten-hour delay to incoming flights, the seat in the lounge is more like an instrument of torture, and he’s beyond tired of airport food.

He’s also dreading having to apologise for the pass he recently made at Will, his colleague at a London bank, under the influence of too many beers and a long-held crush. Now Will’s been offered a new job offer on a continent thousands of miles away, Garry realises it may be the end of their close friendship—let alone anything more.

To add to Garry’s stress, he’s treated to the company of Emily and Max, two young people who think he needs educating in the ways of the world. Struggling with their well-meaning help and the startling mess from spilled ketchup and noxious-smelling sweets, he’s encouraged to re-examine how he feels about Will and to decide what kind of journey he’d really like them to take together.
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GARRY SUSPECTED he knew what tipped psychotics over the edge.

It wasn’t childhood trauma or thwarted world domination. Far from it! It was the agony of a plastic bucket chair digging into the back of your legs in the middle of a chaotic Arrivals lounge. Add to that the robotic monotone of the Glasgow Airport PA system offering “apologies for the inconvenience caused to those customers awaiting incoming flights from the USA,” and it was like salt rubbed into a wound.

He slumped back in the seat, his arms folded tightly across his chest. He could feel the scowl on his face etching into the muscles. There was noise everywhere—booming announcements over the speakers and the incomprehensible swell of people’s excited chatter. Kids shrieked, and suitcases rattled over the threadbare carpet. Rolling neon signs flashed up reminders to boarding gates, constant alerts to keep your bags beside you at all times, and then—almost as an afterthought—the price of the latest, must-have mobile phone package.

Airport lounges had to be one of the least comfortable places on earth. He hunched down farther, trying to nap. Like it’d be possible in this maelstrom. Bad mood, or what? He’d been up since the crack of dawn, maybe even before. He couldn’t exactly remember the time, as over the years he’d found that lack of sleep caused him, one, serious memory problems, two, to leave the house in an unmatched pair of socks, and, three, the unmitigated loss of his sense of humour.

He was jolted back to attention as a man hauling a heavy suitcase let it run over Garry’s feet. With a cry of pain, Garry wrenched his long legs back under his seat, but not before the wheels had left neat little tramlines over his boots. His toes felt bruised, and his mood teetered further toward homicidal. Luckily the perpetrator had taken a sharp left and vanished into the direction of the car hire franchises, else his suitcase—and probably his limbs—might have been scattered to the four winds.

Garry winced. So much for keeping your luggage with you at all times.

So… what was currently on his agenda? A too-early start; a wickedly uncomfortable waiting area; a psychotic bunch of fellow passengers. The bad omens were already stacking up. He’d arrived at Glasgow Airport rather travel-worn from his own flight from London Heathrow, preparing to meet up with his friend Will somewhere in amongst this mess of humanity.

Then he’d been greeted with the worst of news—a delay.

Ten hours? He felt like shouting it aloud, as in fact a few of the less self-disciplined airport visitors already had. What do they mean, incoming flights to Glasgow delayed ten fucking hours? He’d stumbled onto his own flight at some godforsaken hour of the morning to get to Scotland on time, only to find the connecting transatlantic airlines couldn’t meet the same punctuality. Ten hours! It was only late morning. Ten hours would take him on into the evening and a large part of the night. Ten hours of sitting on this seat, with nothing but overpriced airport snacks and the metallic xylophone tones of the airport announcer for company.

Okay, so yes, obviously, he was in a less than good mood.

But he had nowhere else to wait for Will. He couldn’t travel on to the Scottish hotel their mutual friend Allen had booked, because he didn’t know which one it was. Allen didn’t seem to be answering his mobile at the moment. Garry had tried seven times already, ever since the first announcements were made about the delay. And Garry knew that was the only number available, not just because Allen could be such a bloody control freak, but because Leonard—Allen’s husband—never even turned his phone on when he was travelling anywhere. Nor would Will be accessible, circling somewhere in the sky between the States and here. And if Garry left the airport to go anywhere else, he ran the risk of missing Will’s flight altogether. No, he knew he was effectively trapped between the proverbial rock and the hard place. In fact, he could feel the hard place biting into his arse right now, as he tried to get comfortable in his seat for the hundredth time.

Besides, what could he do but wait? He was here because his friend Will had specifically asked him to be.

His best friend, Will.

They were both flying in to Glasgow, ready to meet the rest of the gang. It was a long-held tradition, an annual holiday together in June, whatever their commitments for the rest of the year. Friends since university, there were around eight of them on any year’s trip, depending on who could get away from work. Allen was the self-appointed “manager” of it all, and this year he’d suggested they visit the Scottish Highlands, his own home turf. Garry had happily booked the time off, like he always did. He rarely had other plans that might conflict.

Allen always waxed lyrical about Scotland. Most of his multitudinous family had left the home country over the years, moving all over the world, making what sounded like starry marriages with entrepreneurs and lawyers. Even a Hollywood movie star in one case. But Allen had stayed, happy to find everything he needed right there—including the man he met and moved in with, several years ago. He and Leonard often made the trip north to the Highlands on their own. The hotel they stayed in had a fabulous view over Loch Lomond, and the highest star-ratings for food and comfort. And, this year, Allen and Leonard wanted to share it with their friends as well.

Everyone thought it was a great choice, including Will and Garry. Will in particular had always wanted to see more of Scotland. They both lived in London and spent a lot of their social time together, so they usually travelled the same route to the reunion holiday. This year, they’d arranged to fly to Glasgow, hire a car, then drive the rest of the way.

At least, that had been the original plan.

But the plans had changed, hadn’t they?

 

 

“NEW YORK?” Garry had stared at Will, like the words were in an alien dialect. It was a regular Friday night get-together, this week in Garry’s local pub, the Grove, and Garry’s hand was curled around his pint glass, ready to take another sip.

It stayed there.

“Um. Yes. I’ll be at the New York head office for the week running up to the holiday.” Will looked uncharacteristically nervy. “You’re the first to know. I’ve been called up for that promotion interview, remember?”

“Which you definitely deserve,” Garry said. His voice sounded oddly thin. “I told you to go for it, didn’t I? But….”

“I know, I know. New York. It’s a pain, having to travel out there to meet the managers personally, but this is the first and probably most critical stage. Tough competition, you know? There are guys going for it from all our offices. Some have even started arranging their move to the USA.” He frowned slightly. “Actually, I don’t think I registered the job itself would be based there, nine months of the year.”

“Me neither,” Garry said softly.

Silence fell between them, more than compensated by the hubbub in the pub around them.

“Anyway,” Will said eventually, with half a laugh. “Who knows how it’ll go? Like I said, it’s very tough competition. I’m not assuming I’ll get the job yet. They may take exception to me on day one!”

His gaze met Garry’s, but Garry couldn’t decipher the expression. “Well. I mean, that’s great.” His voice sounded odd: he was probably still in shock. Will deserved that job, of course. How could they consider promoting anyone else?

But New York! About three and a half thousand miles away. Another continent. Another, very different office, full of bright, aggressive, lively, good-looking American guys. Another world.

Which could soon be Will’s.

“And I’ll still be coming on the boys’ holiday this year,” Will was saying, rather too loudly. “I wouldn’t miss it. The meetings finish on Friday, and I should just make it out on a flight that night, back to the UK. I can sleep on the plane and meet you at the airport in the morning. We can still drive on from there together. It’s just a small change to the usual itinerary. You’ll wait for me at Glasgow?”

Garry gathered enough wits to give his usual scornful snort. “If I don’t get a better offer, man.”

Will laughed, but something flashed briefly in his eyes. His voice softened with what sounded strangely like a plea. “Garry, I’ve been trying to find the right time….”

Someone dropped a glass behind the bar, the loud crash accompanied by a muted scream and an imaginative curse. A group of customers by the bar burst into raucous laughter.

When Garry looked back at Will, he was smiling too. Whatever Will had been screwing up the courage to say, the moment had passed.

 

 

IN THE airport, Garry grimaced again, and not because of the recurrent cramp in his right buttock. Of course, there was no problem about travelling part of the journey separately this year. He and Will were independent guys, after all, weren’t they? Didn’t have to sit in each other’s pocket all the time. They had a whole two weeks at the hotel to catch up on news and spend time in each other’s company. Well, with the whole group, of course. Plenty to talk about, especially this year.

Everyone waiting to hear about the success of Will’s application….

Funny how the days had dragged, this last week, with Will away. Garry usually rang Will most evenings for a chat, but this week, the line had been particularly poor. He always struggled to remember which way the different time zones matched, and he didn’t want to distract Will when he needed to be top of his game. Will didn’t say so exactly, but it sounded like he was struggling with some of the sessions, and wasn’t looking forward to Friday’s. It was a formal interview in front of the US board of directors, where the panel assessed your psychological and social profile, examining your family history back to your great-great-grandfather—probably including the state of your current dirty laundry basket and your Twitter rating—to ensure you could be trusted with more responsibility in running their company.

No, Garry didn’t want to get in the way of that: of Will’s big opportunity.

So here he was, at Glasgow Airport. Waiting, as agreed.

Should he have insisted on making his own way, despite the delay? Neither of them could have foreseen it; it wasn’t anyone’s fault. Travelling separately wasn’t a problem. Honestly. It wasn’t as if either of them needed their hand held. Garry swallowed a sigh. Particularly not Will, the high-flyer. The New York interview was a case in point; Garry knew he’d never have been offered that contract. They’d worked in the same financial services firm for a couple of years now, but Garry knew he didn’t have Will’s brains. Not that he was jealous, not at all. It was more a matter of knowing that Will had a far brighter future. That he was always likely to move on.

Why exactly did he need to wait?

Garry shifted again, offering the cramp to his left buttock this time. If he could just reach Allen on the phone and find out the name of the hotel, he’d leave a message for Will’s incoming flight and hire a car on his own. Then he could drive to the hotel and get in some much-needed rest. Will could follow on later, couldn’t he? It was the sensible thing. But….

You’ll wait for me? Will had asked.

And so that was the reason Garry was waiting.

His stomach rumbled. He’d had nothing to eat or drink since he got to the airport except for lukewarm coffee and a shrivelled muffin. The blueberries inside the cake had borne more than a passing resemblance to rabbit’s droppings.

He’d not finished eating it, obviously.

He would call Allen again in a minute, that was best. The slim shape of the mobile phone wedged in his jeans pocket reminded him of the constant “not available” message from all his previous attempts. He thought he might wait a while longer. Only so much disappointment could be taken by the hour.

In the meantime, I need some proper lunch. Nausea cramped his gut. No, better not risk that just yet. The queues were already gathering at the food counters. It seemed that several flights were delayed, and both passengers and families meeting them were settling in for the duration.

The middle-aged man next to him had been in situ since before Garry had even arrived. He’d tried to engage Garry in conversation at an early stage; in return, Garry had been polite but discouraging. Then the guy had gone quiet for a long time, and Garry had almost forgotten he had a neighbour. Now, suddenly, there was a loud, nasal snore, and the man’s head slipped sideways to land on Garry’s shoulder. Garry grimaced at the close-cropped, grizzled hair brushing his neck.

Obviously I fucked up somewhere in a previous life, and this is what they call karma. He tried to nudge the man back up, but the guy was soundly asleep by now.

The loudspeaker twanged, announcing a delay to yet another flight with a simulated sympathy that made Garry want to vomit—if he’d had enough food in his stomach to make it worthwhile. He shrugged under the weight of his new friend, and sighed deeply. There was a long, miserable time ahead of him, and he knew who, however indirectly, and unfairly of Garry, was to blame.

Bloody Will.

Bloody, bloody Will.

And the all-too-familiar twist of nerves whenever Garry thought about Will moving on.

 

 

GARRY MUST have dozed off. He woke with numbness in his left arm that made it feel the size of a Halloween pumpkin, and pain in his scalp that meant his hair had got caught awkwardly on the wrong side of his parting. His head had drooped over the back of the chair, and his legs were folded underneath it in a manner that would defy a professional acrobat. Trying to move his limbs just made him groan aloud. It took him a depressingly long time to get himself upright again and, wincing, he made a mental note to renew his gym membership when he got back home after the trip.

He tried to smooth his hair back down in place. He’d snagged the shoulder-length ends into a short ponytail for travelling, but the tie had twisted at the back of his neck. When he tugged the hair back, his fingers caught up in the tangles. It also seemed to have collected an interesting selection of dust particles and the remains of a catering-sized butter wrapper. Maybe a couple of those blueberry droppings. He squinted at the lounge clock and saw that a couple of the ten hours had passed.

The good thing was that the Sleeping Not-Beauty had left the seat beside him.

The not-so-good thing was that he had another neighbour, and this one was a lot smaller. Probably only about seven. A plump-cheeked girl stared at him, her eyes sky-blue, her hair pale blonde. She was delicately pretty and would have looked like some kind of picture book princess, except that she had a huge, suspiciously red stain on the front of her Hello Kitty T-shirt. Her legs were tightly pressed together to contain a pile of sweets in her lap and there was sugar frosting stuck all over her skirt. Some of the sweets had obviously already been consumed—the frosting was on the end of her nose, and around her mouth too—and she chewed thoughtfully as she stared at him.

Garry wrinkled his nose. The sweets had a particularly violent and disturbing smell, like a medicine he’d once been forced to take as a kid. A fair proportion of the sugar fallout seemed to have made its way onto his jeans too. He examined his mood and doubted it was one to tolerate children just at the moment. Sensation was creeping back into his arm and it was bloody painful. He wanted to swear—he had a good vocabulary, he’d been complimented on it more than once—but, of course, that was now out of the question. He knew that much about children.

“Hi,” the girl said. “You’re awake now.”

He glared at her, groggy from his nap and with his limbs still aching. His stuffy brain wanted him to say “buzz off, squirt,” but his mouth opened, and he said, “Hi.” He didn’t know what else to say to such a small person. He hadn’t had a lot of practice with them. Allen used to talk about his large family and the new generation of nieces and nephews, but Garry admitted in his deepest, most honest heart, that he usually tuned out all that information.

 

 

HE AND Will had talked about kids, once. That is—other people’s. Or, that was how it started.

“I’ve never wanted them,” Garry said. It was after a long, four-way Skype conversation with Allen and Leonard, peppered with anecdotes both amazing and infuriating about Allen’s extended family.

“Me neither.” Will was squashed up close to Garry, both of them perched on bar stools because it was quiz night at the Grove, and all the tables were packed full.

“That story about dropping all the eggs on the kitchen floor.” Garry rolled his eyes. “I’d have been bloody furious, not laughing.”

“And pulling down their pants in the supermarket? Wow.” Will chuckled.

“The story about adopting the abandoned puppies was sort of cute….”

“But not putting them in the baby’s cot! Not when they found out about the fleas, anyway.”

Garry smiled ruefully. “Nothing but trouble, eh? Pooping and pissing babies, yelling and crying. Scrawny, slippery little toddlers, running amok, never sleeping through the night, smashing windows with footballs, drawing zoo animals on the bottom of the bath with permanent marker. Teenagers, just as bad, climbing trees, ripping clothes, smoking a whole pack of cigs then vomiting over the sofa….”

Will was peering at him, an amused look on his face. “Um. So who did all that?”

“I have three brothers, man.”

“Yeah?”

Garry scowled. “Okay, so mainly me.”

Will chuckled again. “But I guess it’s different when they’re your own.” He didn’t look as disgusted as he had before.

“How so? Just think—” Garry clamped his mouth shut.

“Think what?”

What kind of kid we’d create if it were possible. Garry couldn’t finish that sentence. He’d started it as a joke, but suddenly it felt like something different. Something that prompted a painful, emotional tweak in his chest.

“Mini-mes,” Will continued, his eyes still on Garry, his thigh all but nudging Garry’s. “Mini-yous. Would that be so bad?”

Garry changed the subject, pretty smartish.

 

 

“YOU WANT one?” The little girl in the airport held out something to Garry that looked sticky and totally unappealing, vibrantly pink and green and in the shape of a heart. New sprinkles of sugar whispered off it onto their knees.

Garry pursed his lips. He had a barely irresistible urge to brush off the white crystals as if they’d rot like poison through his jeans. “No thanks. I already ate.”

“When?”

He stared at her. Who did she think she was, his mother? “When I got here.”

“You’ll need more than that,” she said bluntly. “The Delay is twelve hours now.” Her tone dignified it with capital letters, like it was some kind of alien monster, a Harbinger of Armageddon, a Premonition of Global Doom.

Now she had him doing it, even in private. For a second he thought he might still be asleep and dreaming he was in a late-night version of The Twilight Zone. But his back and his toes were still hurting, so it looked like he was awake. Damn shame.

“You should be with your parents,” he said, just as bluntly.

But she didn’t seem disturbed. She put a red-and-yellow heart into her mouth and wiped her sticky fingers down her T-shirt. It proved that at least the red stain wasn’t blood. Garry wondered at what point he’d even considered that might be the case.

“You’re grumpy,” she said. “Just like Mum.”

“Huh?” One thing Garry did know about kids was that, if you encouraged them, they stuck like glue. Or like particularly revolting sweets. All he had to do was stifle any conversation and then, in a minute, she’d get bored of him and wander off again.

“I’ll stay here for a while.” She patted her lap with determination. A sparkling cloud of sugar floated a few inches off the fabric, then settled back down again. Garry thought some of it might have got stuck up his nose—every time he moved he could smell the cloying sweetness anew. “Mum and Dad aren’t smiling. My uncle sent me to get some sweets.”

Garry looked around, a little warily. Surely there’d be a couple seated somewhere close, watching their child fondly? Or they’d be walking over to her, calling her back to join them. Or they’d be running back and forth through the airport lounge, weeping and screaming for their kidnapped child, followed by armed police.

He couldn’t see anyone taking any notice of them at all.

“So where are they, your parents? They’ll be worrying about you. Won’t they?”

She shrugged. A small bubble of orange popped at the side of her petite little mouth, and she giggled softly. “Unc said I should get sweets and Dad didn’t say no because he was all red in the face. Mum said I was to go off and skip.”

Garry stared at the blonde head and re-examined the carefully pronounced words. Go off and skip? None of it made sense. Was it some new street-speak? Was it meant to make sense?

Then another small but equally clear voice broke in. “What she means is, Mum told her to take a running jump. They were arguing about the Delay. Dad gets very tense with Delays.”

Garry spun around to examine the speaker. When did someone arrive on his other side too? He stared into clear air, then dropped his gaze down several inches. It was another small person; a boy this time.

“Best we keep out of the way for a while,” the boy said, very solemnly. He was just like the girl, though he looked older. Same blond hair, same blue eyes. A lot less mess on his face but, in place of it, his mouth was twisted into a very sour look. He sat rather primly on the seat, dressed in smart jeans and a denim shirt, his feet swinging slightly above the floor. A Game Boy was on his lap, his fingers still hovering over it as if he’d only just paused play.

“So?” asked Garry. Your point is? His head was starting to hurt.

The boy frowned at him. “Well, obviously we’ll stay here for a while until they calm down. They’re always like this when we fly.” He glared over Garry’s lap at the girl. “She should know that.”

“Mum has men strudel,” the girl said, oblivious to the boy’s interruption. Another sweet vanished into her surprisingly capacious mouth.

Garry’s imagination toyed with visions of a rather exotic cannibalistic dish.

“She means menstrual. Mum gets like this every month. My sister doesn’t understand.” The boy rolled his eyes and spoke very gravely. “She’s only seven. She gets her words wrong all the time.”

Garry looked from one to the other and felt his own eyes roll. Fuck, he thought, though he didn’t dare say it aloud. They were like a pair of matching bookends. Where was the sign on these empty seats that said Weirdos, sit here?

The girl finished her last sweet and brushed the sugar coating off her skirt onto the floor below. And onto Garry’s boots, and his bag, tucked halfway underneath his chair. It was like a thin fall of sticky snow. “I’m glad you’ve woken up,” she said, her face creasing in a particularly beautiful smile. “You were snoring.”

“I don’t snore!”

“I had to turn up the volume on my Game Boy,” the boy added, nodding.

Garry was being attacked in stereo. “You can move on if you don’t like it,” he said, rather rudely. “In fact, why don’t you—” But at the last minute, he paused, unable to find a suitably withering comment that didn’t involve references to adult sexual practices.

The girl peered at Garry curiously, then over to her brother. He was peering at Garry too.

“Let’s get some food!” she cried, brightly. “I’m starving!”

 

 

SOMETIME LATER, the three of them were still sitting together, now sharing two large portions of fries and some ketchup. The boy had gone to buy them—with Garry’s money—and then the girl shared out the napkins to each of them. Her little hands were very precise as she laid the flimsy paper across her lap. It stuck immediately to the sugar trails on her skirt, tearing selected patches of paper off and adding to the mess on her clothes.

Garry wisely kept his own napkin in his hand. He asked their names—it seemed only polite, after all, they were sharing a meal—and caught the quick glance they gave each other.

“I’m Max,” said the boy. “She’s Emily. We won’t tell you our surname.”

“That’s okay.” Garry wasn’t keen on hearing their life history, to be honest, but he was pleased to see they had some awareness of personal safety. “I’m Garry.”

“Garr-eee.” The girl giggled. The boy glared at her.

Garry surreptitiously counted the change that the boy had brought back and wondered when they’d quadrupled the price of fries.

He looked back to find Max glaring at him, obviously fully aware of what he was doing.

“It’s the airport prices, you know,” Max snapped, in mimicry of a much older—and less tolerant—man. “Their markup is disgraceful.”

Garry suspected Max had heard his father say it many a time.

Emily was squeezing out some ketchup onto her napkin, or what was left of it. She held the tip of her tongue between her small teeth as she concentrated. “Dad says they’re parachutes.”

A slight flicker of fear about flying shivered through Garry. Parachutes…?

“She means parasites,” Max said. “He calls them commercial parasites.”

Garry’s nervousness subsided. It was replaced instead by the feeling of a slightly unbalanced rollercoaster ride.

“Did you tell anyone where you were?” he asked more sharply. He still hadn’t seen any sign of doting parents and the kids seemed unable to answer his questions on their whereabouts. Or maybe it was unwillingness. He knew enough about human nature—and remembered when he was younger, and used to skip both home and school with alarming frequency—to suspect they were reluctant to go back at the moment. But he thought he should continue to ask.

Max scooped fries onto a comic book that he’d carefully unfolded and balanced across his lap. The X-Men had a dusting of salt all over their spandex suits. The boy—who, in Garry’s opinion, didn’t look like the kind of kid who’d have time for the fantastical melodrama of comic superheroes—nodded dismissively. “They know where we are.”

“So shouldn’t you go back?”

Max rolled his eyes again in a gesture that was alarmingly like one of Garry’s own. “I’m ten, you know. I can look after us both.”

“He’s my garden ant,” Emily chipped in, stabbing with a fry at the ketchup dripping off the hem of her skirt. Garry watched a blob fall onto the slightly open zip of his bag, just at the same time as another blob from the end of her fry spattered onto his thigh. There were quite a few stains already on his clothes from the impromptu snack. He suspected there’d be more before the day was out.

“Guardian,” Max translated again, even with his mouth full. “Unc says I’m to be her guardian while he sorts out Mum and Dad. He’s good at sorting them out. When they listen to him.” He looked up at Garry with a wide, sceptical gaze. “Adults don’t always listen very carefully.”

Garry wasn’t sure if he was being included in that appraisal. Anyway, he didn’t think the kid expected any kind of a reply. That was another thing about children, in his experience—they didn’t recognise any wisdom but their own.

He felt slightly dizzy. The scenario was increasingly surreal; he might have been right in the first place, with his suspicion of The Twilight Zone. But in the meantime, the fries tasted good, and he hadn’t realised how hungry he was. He rummaged for another mouthful.

“Don’t take them all!” Max snapped.

“I got the longest one!” Emily cried, waving a pale, dripping fry in the air.

Garry bit back a sigh and resigned himself to eat the crinkled scraps in the bottom of the box.

“There’s ice cream at the kiosk too,” Emily said quietly.

Garry turned to her, ready to protest. Her eyes were wide and very blue, and his words caught in his throat. It hadn’t exactly been a request or begging. She’d only been making a statement, after all. But there was a tremor to her voice and a flicker of moisture in her eye that quite moved him. And had him reaching for his wallet again.

Another thing he understood about kids; they didn’t play by the same rules. He admired Emily’s manipulative skills. She’d be good in senior management one day.

He wondered what the hell the rest of her family was like.

 

 

GARRY SAT back and drew breath. Last he’d seen of the children, they were running towards the food outlets, on the quest for ice cream. That was at least fifteen minutes ago, and they hadn’t come back. He sent up thanks to an unknown deity for the blessedly easy distraction of small humans. Then he rearranged his luggage under his seat, ignoring the small red spots of ketchup on the pale leather, and did some modest stretching exercises to keep his muscles from locking. There was a lump of solidified food caught in his cuff and he picked half-heartedly at it, but it’d need a stronger will than his own to shift it. Never mind. He sighed and cast a look around.

People were still arriving at the airport, but at a slower rate. The message about the delays had obviously got through. There were bitter complaints—he saw plenty of airport staff flinching from the anger of inconvenienced passengers and families hoping to collect their loved ones. Other airport workers were bringing around trolleys of hot drinks and sandwiches, and an enterprising soul from one of the shopping outlets was trying to sell blankets. Babies cried listlessly, and adults slumped back in their chairs, clutching hastily bought paperbacks the size of thick doorstops.

Garry let his mind wander, savouring his return to a solitary state, anticipating the holiday ahead. He’d been looking forward to this trip for months. In fact, he did every year. His friends were great, and he knew he ought to spend more time with them, but they’d all taken separate ways after university, and only he and Will stayed in London. It took organisation and planning to get them together, and those weren’t Garry’s strongest points. But Allen insisted on the annual meet and directed the whole thing like a military campaign. Thank God.

Garry smiled to himself. That didn’t mean they all followed like sheep. Don would snark about Allen’s OCD tendencies. Beth would probably get lost, with or without a map. Tim and Eddie would be tight-lipped in the Scottish weather, missing their regular dose of Mediterranean sun. Dana would have to be gradually and almost surgically peeled away from her laptop. There’d be tears, drinking, arguments, hugs, more drinking, and probably more tears. But Allen was a bloody good facilitator. Eventually, they’d all settle down with the people who knew them best, and the rest of the holiday would be relaxed, entertaining, and rejuvenating.

Allen and Leonard were probably already there, relaxing and enjoying the good service. Eating a good steak dinner, drinking a fine wine. Taking the best bedroom, planning the sports and events for the week ahead. Fond jealousy stabbed at Garry with many small but effective spikes. Not just envy for the hotel facilities, but for Allen and Leonard’s happiness as a couple.

I’m pathetic.

He glared around the airport lounge again. Some people were resigned to making the best of the Delay, getting comfortable on the seats, making jokes with their friends. There were plenty of young couples about, plugged blissfully into their headphones, concentrating fiercely on their mobiles, or draped around each other in the more rewarding occupation of discreet making out.

Garry tore his gaze away from one particularly enraptured couple, a boy and a girl. All they had were backpacks, but it looked like they’d manage quite happily if they had to spend the whole night in the lounge. The boy’s hands were tangled in her long hair, and her hands had sneaked into his waistband, creasing his T-shirt up on the side and exposing smooth, dark brown skin. Their heads nestled perfectly against each other.

Yeah. I’m jealous. Garry smiled ruefully to himself. The Delay was inconvenient to all concerned, but most of these people had family and lovers to go home to—to share the frustration with. That’s where he was different. But he chose to be on his own, right? He liked his own company. He had good, tolerant, enduring friends and he could have physical companionship at his own call, when he chose.

He bit his lip. That was pretty arrogant, right? If it chose him might be more applicable. And it would still only be a passing hook-up.

A child yelled in temper, the sound piercing the air. Its parent hauled it through the lounge, gripped under an arm. Yeah, there were plenty of people who weren’t resigned. Loving families or not, emotional fuses were getting shorter and more combustible. Garry stretched his legs out. He didn’t miss that stress, did he? He’d never had kids around before, and hadn’t felt the need to either. Allen had all those relatives through his sisters, and now Leonard shared the extended family with him. Don and Beth and their respective partners were also surrounded by generations of family, who merged their lives with tolerant ease and familiarity. It was all very admirable, but—like he’d once told Will—not for Garry, right?

There’d been a batch of weddings last summer, as friends got officially matched up. Garry and Will were always invited: sometimes even on the same invite. Garry had found himself tracing the names as if it were a single signature…. Garry and Will.

Jesus. Like a silly schoolkid.

Will never asked to bring anyone else to these events. Not that he didn’t find plenty of people to chat to, when they were there. Like Garry had thought before, they didn’t need to be in each other’s pockets. He worked the room too. Could have had plenty of dates, if he’d wanted.

Then he’d hear Will’s laugh, or bump into him at the buffet table with a plate of food exactly the same as Garry’s choices, or watch Will searching hopelessly for his jacket when they were ready to leave. Garry knew he’d left it where he always did, over the back of his chair, but Will always forgot, and then thumped Garry playfully on the arm when he was accused of early senility, and they’d both laugh. And then leave together.

Home and away. Together.

But how long would that last?

Will was moving to one of the most exciting cities in the world. He’d have his choice of high-powered, confident guys. And who wouldn’t notice Will? He was assertive and attractive; he had everything going for him. Garry had a sudden vision of Will in the middle of a group of stripped-shirt, over-oiled-torso, hair-swinging, Adonis-type men, all converging on him. And he was smiling—

Dammit!

Garry flushed, and shifted even more uncomfortably on the seat. A not-so-small frisson of sensuality ran its mischievous fingers along his spine. He’d obviously spent too long looking at the paperback romance covers in the airport bookshop. Or maybe that was his own fantasy, with Will starring as the stripped-shirt, oiled-torso, hair-swinging Adonis, reaching for Garry with a seductive and adoring smile….

But that’s all that was—fantasy. And only weeks ago, he’d pretty much put paid to it ever becoming reality, hadn’t he? He shook his head. He was not going to dwell on that. Instead, he backed up to the memories of him and Will in easier times.

 

 

CONSIDERING THEY’D known each other for years, it amazed Garry how he and Will never ran out of things to talk about.

A few days after Will broke the news about going for the New York job, they agreed to stay in on a Saturday night. Neither of them said anything specific about discussing the job, but it was obviously on both their minds.

Will was stretched out on Garry’s sofa, a plate balanced precariously on his belly with the final, half-eaten pizza slice on it. “You should go for promotion too, Garry.”

Garry snorted in reply. He sat on the floor at the end of the sofa, leaning back against Will’s arm where it hung over the edge of the cushion. He was happily weighted down with his favourite food. Happy for all other kind of reasons too.

“You got a better degree than I did,” Will said.

“Barely, man. And let’s be honest. I’m not senior management material, am I?”

Will didn’t protest, yet Garry knew he wasn’t judging him. With Will, he could relax—be himself. Will listened to him.

“You must have plans, though. Dreams.”

Garry bit back his snarky reply. Of course he did. But his were more micro than macro, like Will’s. He wanted a comfortable home, a job he enjoyed doing—which he did—and good friends. And Will. Ah yes. That too.

Will would agree with Garry on so many things, but he’d also challenge him. Garry liked that even more. Other casual friends thought everything was just a laugh, friendship was nothing more than a drink and a moan about work. But Will didn’t think that. He always gave Garry his full attention. And if something needed discussing or considering at that time, well, then that was when he raised it. Expected Garry to tag along too.

That night was a case in point. Will had been planning to get a cab home around ten, but he was still there. He’d probably stay over on the sofa: they both knew the other’s flat almost as well as their own. It was obvious Will wanted to talk about New York—and Garry had wanted to join in, honestly, he had. He was bloody pleased for Will, wasn’t he?—but then the conversation seemed to get distracted with recent movies, then recipes, then the idiot who lived in the flat downstairs who was learning to play the oboe and driving Garry crazy….

“Garry?” Will’s voice was soft.

When Garry glanced his way, Will’s face had an odd, twisted expression.

What about future nights in his flat, when Will wouldn’t be there? Nights spent wondering what Will would have thought of a TV series, whether Will had written down anywhere the recipe for their favourite spaghetti sauce, whether Will had weird neighbours like Garry always seemed to have, what the hell Will was doing in New York on similar evenings….

Garry sat up suddenly, pulling away from Will, brushing crumbs from his slice of pizza off his lap, and realised what he really wanted from his friendship with Will. The discovery was bright and painfully sharp, like a cartoon light bulb lighting up. Something he’d probably always known, just never questioned enough.

He realised he wanted more than friendship. Way more.

And that was the start of his downfall.

 

 

WRIGGLING ON the uncomfortable airport bucket seat, Garry closed his eyes, his heart sinking. Thinking of Will wasn’t helping to pass the time constructively. Think of something else!

The children, for example. They hadn’t really been that annoying, had they? It was probably tough for them, trapped in an airport with so few kid-friendly facilities. He’d offered a spare hour or so, and helped out. It had been his good deed for the day and had certainly taken his mind off the tedium of waiting for Will’s flight. Though they were probably back with their family now, having fleeced a late lunch out of him and redecorated his belongings with their foodstuffs, and he wasn’t sorry it was all over.

He relaxed back into his seat, full of self-satisfaction at the thought of having helped a harassed family in their hour of need.

Then the kids reappeared at the chairs beside him.

The knot of tension returned, grinding relentlessly down between Garry’s shoulder blades.

“Got you a piss moustache one,” Emily announced, holding an ice cream cone out at arm’s length. Green liquid ran down her arm to the elbow and splashed carelessly onto his boot.

Max opened his mouth but Garry nodded quickly. “Pistachio. I got it.” He took the cone very gingerly. He hated pistachio.

“Where are your parents now?” He didn’t expect a sensible answer, was just putting off the truly evil moment when he’d have to eat the ice cream. Anyway, it was like a game, wasn’t it? And he’d already played the first few rounds. He asked where their parents were, and they ignored the question. Simple rules.

“Where are yours?” Emily asked, her mouth smeared with a new layer of chocolate ice cream. The last shred of her cone vanished into her mouth. She truly did have an amazing appetite.

“I don’t have any,” he said, not really concentrating. He was wondering if green food colouring would brush off suede boots. Expensive ones. “They’re dead.”

He wasn’t prepared for Emily’s sudden wail. The ice cream dropped to the floor with a splat, as he whirled around to face her. Her eyes were screwed into small pools of welling tearfulness, and her mouth was wide with the sound of anguish. Several people were already looking over, and a security guard was measuring the weight of his radio like he might have to use it as a weapon against an abusive adult.

“No, wait!” Garry said desperately. “I mean… it was a long time ago. I was a kid. I mean, they didn’t die just now or anything.”

She stopped crying at once. It was like a tap being turned off. Garry’s heart was still racing, and he turned to Max, sure that his whole expression shouted What the fuck?

Max dropped himself back into the seat beside Garry. He shrugged at Emily’s behaviour while neatly demolishing the last of his mint chocolate chip cone. “Girls,” he said, as if that explained it all.

Maybe, Garry thought, it does. His experience was limited, especially of that age group. He scrabbled about for some of the discarded napkins from their earlier meal, to wipe up the smashed ice cream scoop. Of course, his boots had absorbed most of the spillage. Lucky, that.

Emily sat next to him again. Garry could tell they were in for the long haul: she kicked off her shoes and Max flipped open his Game Boy. Garry took a deep, careful breath and girded his virtual loins.

Emily sniffed a bit and lifted the edge of her T-shirt to wipe her nose. “So why are you here? If you’re not meeting your mum and dad.”

Garry smiled cautiously. “I’m meeting a friend.”

“Girl? Boy?”

Garry thought how ludicrous it seemed to call Will a boy. An involuntary smile teased the corners of his mouth. “Boy. Man, that is.”

“What’s his name?”

Garry felt the weight of another interrogation approaching. The kids were relentless. They should work for a ruthless enemy superpower. He looked at the state of himself and his frazzled nerves and concluded that they probably already did.

“Will. His name’s William Royle.”

“Like a prince.” Emily giggled.

“Like you’re the witch,” Max snarled. She stuck her tongue out at him.

Garry didn’t think he should have to explain his friend’s name. He was distressed that he was even considering it. He couldn’t understand where it had gone wrong—the theory about keeping the conversation to a minimum and encouraging the kids to go away.

“Is he a good friend?” Emily pursued. “Is he a cold flea?”

“Colleague,” Max murmured, his eyes fixed on his game.

“He’s both,” Garry said. They had the same friends in London; they all spent time together when they could. Everyone knew what Garry was like, and what Will was like. He and Will were close. They knew each other the best of all. But he wasn’t sure how he could describe that relationship. The thought was rather unsettling.

“Don’t you like him?”

He realised Emily was staring up into his face. She was frowning.

“Of course I do. What do you mean?”

“Your face screws up when you talk about him,” she said, pointing at a spot in the vicinity of his nose.

“No, no.” Garry laughed uncertainly. “He just…. I get annoyed sometimes. That’s all.”

“With him? Boys are like that,” Max said, like he had decades of personal experience. He stabbed his finger on a keypad button. “You fight a lot.”

“No!” Garry’s laugh was genuine now. “Of course not. We get on very well, actually. We like the same sports, the same movies….”

“So he must be ugly,” Emily stated. “Makes you feel sick.”

Garry had a sudden, vivid image of Will with a scoop of pistachio ice cream for a head. “No, Emily,” he said, rather more firmly than was needed. “Actually, he’s good-looking.” Very good-looking. “Look, there’s no problem at all, right? I like him a lot.”

Max looked at Emily and she wrinkled her nose at him.

“How long have you known him?” the boy asked.

Garry felt like he was at some kind of an interview, like Will’s. But he also had the upsetting suspicion he wasn’t likely to get the job. His résumé appeared to be less than acceptable.

“I’ve known him since… oh, for years. Since we were students.”

“So now he’s old, like you!” There was a note of triumph in Emily’s voice. “So he must be ugly.”

“For heaven’s sake.” Max sighed. “Garry’s not ugly, is he?”

Emily turned back towards Garry, her bright, concentrated gaze appraising him very carefully. He blushed. He found himself—for some inexplicable reason—sucking in his stomach.

“Garr-eee’s okay,” she said. Her judgment was obviously final; he certainly wasn’t arguing with it. “His hair’s great. Curls and all. I wanted to put my Barbie clip in it, but then he woke up.”

Garry’s mouth opened, then shut again. Sensible words escaped him. As soon as he got back from this trip, he was going to get a short back and sides.

“So you’re good friends with Will?” Max asked. “Best friends?”

Garry was going to laugh again, but something in Max’s child-adult tone made him hesitate. “Yes,” he said. “He is my best friend. I always look forward to seeing him. We have a laugh together.”

“But you said you get annoyed. Why?”

Garry puffed out some breath. How did they manage to home in on the one clumsy thing he’d said? This line of questioning was very tiring. And, rather surprisingly, it made him nervous. “Nothing. Whatever. I didn’t mean that exactly.” Was he really annoyed? And was it at Will—or at himself, for that odd, persistent undercurrent of misery, when he thought about Will’s new job? Will had been so excited about his new adventure. “We’re fine. We’re friends, like I said, and we work together—well, we do at the moment, though that’s changing soon. He lives near me, so we do most things together.” His throat felt tight. “But of course we have our own lives. It’s important we don’t get in each other’s way. It’s not like he needs me, needs my help for anything.”

“But you do.”

Garry turned his head so swiftly, he heard his neck crick.

“You need him,” Emily announced gravely. “Don’t you?” And while he desperately searched for something to say that would stop this right now, she peered at his head. “You need him to do your hair, to comb those nasty dangles. It’s difficult, I know. I can’t do my plates on my own.”

Max caught Garry’s eye. “Tangles,” he mouthed. “Plaits.”

“No, honey,” Garry said to Emily. “I can do my own hair. I like Will’s company for… other reasons.”

“So why aren’t you both here?”

“Well, he’s been to an interview for his new job. In America….” He saw Emily’s eyes widen with excitement. Cute. “He’s just coming back to the UK today, for a couple of weeks.”

“You said you work together.”

Garry frowned. “We did. But things change, you know.”

“So you’re here and he’ll be in America?” Max looked genuinely intrigued. “How’s that going to work?”

Garry felt his mouth do a goldfish impression until he had breath to reply. “I don’t exactly know what you mean, Max, but that’s the way things are for adults. At least, the way things will be. It’s a fabulous job. He deserves it. A great opportunity. We’ll be fine, don’t you worry.”

God.

“But you’ll miss him?”

“Yes,” Garry said slowly. Dammit, yes.

Max shrugged. He kicked his feet against the seat, almost aimlessly. His eyes were on his Game Boy screen, but his words had that special kind of throwaway-serious that so often tilts a man’s world. “So do something about it.”

“About…?”

“Missing Will, ’member? You could change jobs too. Dad does it all the time.”

“Dad gets done dancing a lot.” Emily sighed.

“Redundancy, stupid,” Max said, but quite cheerfully. “Why don’t you do that, Garry? Go and be with Will.” He looked up and stared straight into Garry’s face.

Garry stared back at the strange little boy whom he was beginning to suspect was the spawn of some new breed of devious, Doctor Who-type demon, endemic to airport lounges. It was like Max knew…. That a child Garry had never met before somehow knew Garry had spent most of the last two days searching the agencies for contract work abroad, notably in the New York area. Looking for old school friends over there to visit. Or thinking of maybe just getting on a plane and arriving at Will’s new front door, hoping to share the new-city life with him, to spend more time together, to joke and explore and maybe stay over, like the old days. Of course, he didn’t know if Will was likely to laugh, or be only politely interested, or—God forbid—look horrified, as if he were being stalked….

“He’s got that screwing look again!” Emily cried, probing a damp finger into Garry’s cheek.

“Do you want some more ice cream?” Max asked. They both stared intensely at him.

Garry thought it wise just to shake his head. He shivered to rid himself of the clinging paranoia. His gut cramped painfully and he winced.

“Do you need to go to the toilet?” Max hissed at him, in rather a too-loud tone.

Garry looked with desperation across the lounge. The clock told him he’d passed another couple of hours. Only. It mocked him.

It was the thought of more pistachio ice cream that disturbed him, that was the problem. Obviously. He folded his arms around him in a defensive position and grimaced at the kids.

He rather suspected that resistance—as they say—was futile.

 

 

THE KIDS had been quiet for a while. Garry had bought them a pack of cards and they proceeded to grunt and frown and whoop over a selection of games. They currently sat at his feet, using the top of his bag as a makeshift table. They slapped each card onto it with gleeful aggression. Snap had engendered too many homicidal tendencies—both between the kids themselves and for the people within earshot—so Garry had taught them blackjack. He’d clear it with the parents later, if necessary.

Emily was currently cleaning up as the bank. Max owed her several Game Boy games and four pounds of red-heart sweets. Only on paper, so far, though Garry suspected she’d be as relentless as a Mafia casino boss in collecting her dues.

He let his mind drift gently around their previous conversation. Not necessarily a wise move, of course, but things stuck in his mind, the way that awkward thoughts always stuck. Like those damned sweets.

I like Will’s company for other reasons.

And he’d finally made that blindingly obvious, hadn’t he?

 

 

“CHEERS TO whizz-kid Will!”

In the bar near the office, the beery voices raised a toast to Will. The announcement of the job application had been made official that afternoon, and his travel arrangements had been finalised. The whole department had decamped to the pub after office hours. In a couple of days, Will would be travelling to the States to start the formal interview process. The first guy from this London branch to be invited to head office.

Garry watched the other guys patting Will on the back, a couple of the girls flushed with vicarious pride. Will was always popular with women. Popular with everyone, actually.

“Bon voyage to another Transatlantic Tosser-to-be, right?” Bernie was a loudmouth at the best of times, but a genius on computers. He nudged Garry, nearly spilling Garry’s pint. “I’ve heard what flash gits they all are over in the New York office. Bet Will fits right in with them, right? While we poor suckers are left holding the fort over here, like always. Whatcha gonna do without your partner in crime, Garry, right?”

Garry resisted the temptation to reply “You’re the tosser, right?” and compromised with a tight smile that would hopefully discourage Bernie from any more of his insulting non-witticisms.

Sheila from Legal Services wriggled deliberately in between Garry and Bernie, who snorted his frustration and turned away to annoy another victim.

“Thanks for the rescue,” Garry said. He could see the top of Will’s head over Sheila’s.

“No problem. Bernie’s a dick unless he’s plugged into his PC. But he’s right. How are you two going to cope long distance?”

“Sorry?”

She blinked twice. Pursed her lips. Her cheeks slowly coloured. “God. Sorry. I’ve just always assumed you two….”

Epiphany, or what? Fuck. Garry felt he’d been kicked in the gut. His best friend, the man he’d known for most of his adult life, who’d subbed him when he ran out of money, helped him find a flat, fixed the lights on his car every time they blew, got drunk and played Final Fantasy with him, who always let Garry order the pizza according to Garry’s favourite, who was the hottest guy around and too bloody kind for his own good….

Maybe that was the precise moment Garry faced the fact he was going to lose all that—and the potential of so much more. He ached to say to Sheila “Yeah, I wish.” It would have been true, wouldn’t it? But how bloody embarrassing. Even though Will was gay too, that didn’t mean they’d automatically click romantically. How pathetic, to trip up on that crush-on-your-best-friend trope. Garry would have laughed at himself if he hadn’t felt so dismal.

He drank far too much after that. The bar was overheated with bodies, dimly lit, with a background of loud, bold laughter. He was surrounded by groups of smart-suited men with their jackets off and their ties loosened after work. He lost sight of most of his mates, though occasionally Sheila would come to check up on him, patting his arm as if in consolation.

But how come he instinctively found sight of Will, every time he turned around?

He knew it was time to go home. Run away. Just leave, no fuss, get a cab. Pull himself together. Get some perspective. Yeah, tomorrow he’d be fine. He’d be over this.

“Garry? You need to leave?”

Suddenly beside him: the smell of Will’s cologne and the sound of his much lower, softer voice. Garry’s heart was thumping with tension and misery and a strange, unspecified excitement.

“I’s fni—fine.”

Will smirked. “Didn’t realise you’d had so much. Can’t have been on Bernie’s round. The tight-fisted git vanishes to the bog every time it’s his shout—”

A group on their way to the bar jostled them to one side. Garry grabbed Will’s arm, sudden, clumsy. He started mumbling about Will leaving the country, words spilling from his mouth like a tap had been turned on suddenly—rubbish that he wasn’t even sure Will could hear or make sense of. His back hit the wall of a shadowed corner, nestling in an alcove under the stairs leading to the upper floor, and Will stumbled with him, his body tilting against Garry’s, his knee nudging between Garry’s legs.

Oh. Will may have been talking too, but Garry’s brain had disconnected. He acted without thought, just with pure, honest desire. He dipped his head, his mouth awkwardly brushing Will’s. It was enough to lick Will’s lips, to push a tongue gently in between them, to taste Will’s sweet, beery saliva.

“Garry…!”

One superb moment of Will’s mouth moving against his, his tongue in Garry’s mouth, his hand gripping Garry’s waist. Then Will tensed and pulled back.

“Garry?”

Garry met Will’s gaze of total shock. Total shock. He leaned back towards Garry, his mouth opening. Probably wanted to yell at Garry. Maybe thump him.

“Gotta go,” Garry muttered. “Call you.” He all but thrust Will away from him and bolted from the pub.

And oh my fucking God, supreme embarrassment dogged his heels all the way home.

 

 

“HIT!” MAX shouted in Garry’s right ear.

Garry flinched, but it was only part of the card game. He sighed and wriggled down in his plastic seat. Why the hell was the rather exhaustive company of two small children causing all this introspection?

Don’t be naïve. He knew exactly why.

Meeting Will today wasn’t just about a holiday. It was going to involve massive grovelling and abject apology. Garry had had a whole week to prepare for that: to man up. To admit he’d been well out of order. Grabbing Will that evening, as Will stared back at him with a strangely soft look in his eyes and his mouth—his mouth—half-open as if he wanted to say something but was uncharacteristically hesitant….

That kiss had been such a mistake. Clumsy and sloppy, much too eager, and totally unexpected, judging from the look on Will’s face and the way he sucked in his breath and the shock in his eyes, the shock. Garry had obviously misread the signs, misjudged the moment, missed the whole damned point.

Oh my God. It didn’t get any better, however many times he recalled that moment. He shut his eyes again and prayed for….

He really didn’t know what.

A woman wandered past the chairs, struggling across the airport lounge with more hand luggage than could service a family of six. One of the cases fell off her trolley as she passed, and Garry jumped up to help her balance it back on. She thanked him profusely.

“So nice to find a helpful young man nowadays,” she gushed. “And such lovely children! You must be very proud of them. They’re like angels.” The woman gazed affectionately at Emily and Max.

Garry turned to stare back at these presumed cherubim. Both kids sat with their hands in their laps and their eyes wide, smiling obligingly at their new fan. They had grubby faces and their clothes were badly creased from being cooped up in an airport lounge, but their faces shone with a youth and innocence that was positively transcending. Butter wouldn’t fucking melt, Garry thought, rather gracelessly. He started to explain they weren’t his but found he hadn’t got the energy.

“You won’t mind if I just give them a little kiss? I’m on my way to meet up with my own little darlings, but heaven knows when my flight will arrive.” The woman swept in on them; Max’s eyes widened and Emily’s nose wrinkled in what might have been horror.

Garry smirked. “Of course not. Go right ahead. They love to meet new people. Don’t you, kids?” He watched them wince under the onslaught of dry, perfumed kisses on their respective cheeks and decided that revenge—however small a dose—was one of the sweetest things he’d tasted for a while.

When the woman moved on and Garry sat again, Max snorted. “People do that all the time. Think we’re angels. Makes me gag.” He glared at Garry, angry with what he perceived as adult treachery, but grudgingly accepted one of the ubiquitous napkins from him. He scrubbed the scarlet lipstick off his face viciously.

“I want to be an angel,” Emily said. “I want big white wings and gold shoes.” There was still a streak of ketchup in her angelically blonde hair. It almost matched the large lip print left on her cheek, which she didn’t seem to mind at all. Then she turned so quickly to Garry that he was caught unawares. “Are your children like angels, Garry?”

“I….” He stammered, then started again. “I don’t have any children.”

“Your wife will be sad about that,” she said, a mournful expression settling on her face.

“Mum says no children would be a blessing,” Max grunted.

“I don’t have a wife either,” Garry said swiftly. Perhaps he could distract them with more sweets. Double ice creams. Perhaps they’d just go off and bother someone else…. “Anyway, where is your mum?”

There was no answer to this, as usual. “Mum says,” Emily began. Garry felt her brother tense up beside him, his partner in anticipation. “Mum says that men-who-don’t-have-wives hang about with wobbly women.”

Garry laughed out loud at that. He stared at her, shaking his head. “Wobbly women?”

Emily looked at him as if he had very, very special needs, and she should be especially protective of him. “Wobbly, like my tooth. Look!” She opened her mouth wide and wiggled her lower front tooth. “It’s loose!”

Garry grinned even more broadly. For the first time since he got to this godforsaken lounge, he was starting to enjoy himself. “Well, that’s not me, Emily. I don’t hang out with any loose women, you’ll be pleased to hear.”

“So who do you hang up with?”

“It’s hang out with. And it’s with Will, of course!” Max snapped at his sister. “Isn’t that true, Garry?”

“Yeah. That’s why we’re both meeting here, actually. We’re going to meet up with some other old friends and have a holiday together.” Garry felt warm inside, anticipating the pleasure of seeing the guys again. Of seeing Will. “One of my friends lives in Glasgow, you see, and he’s arranged hotels and things for us. We’ll all meet tonight and catch up on news.”

“We don’t live here,” Emily said quickly. She glanced at Max. “We’re just parcelling through.”

Garry hoped she didn’t see his breath of relief.

“Tomorrow,” Max said.

“Huh?”

“You’ll meet your friends tomorrow, not tonight,” the boy said, rather primly. “You have to wait for Will.”

“And he won’t be here until after the Delay!” Emily announced.

“Okay,” Garry said, his nerves once again on edge. “Thanks for the reminder.”

“You’re welcome!” Max grinned, looking truly pleased with himself.

Garry didn’t have the heart to be angry. He couldn’t expect a ten-year-old to cope with irony, could he?

“You won’t be so grumpy when you’re with Will.” Emily beamed with her own certitude.

“Maybe not.” Depends on how things have been in New York, and how they’ll be in the future. Whether we can keep a friendship going over the distance. Or whether Will really wants to move on. Has he forgiven me for pouncing on him like that? Might have been seriously pissed off. Might never want to see me again.

It seemed to Garry that the misery was settling into his gut for the long haul.

“You need breaking,” Emily announced.

Garry shrugged, almost comfortably tuning in by now to her vocabulary. “Yes, you’re right. I probably do need a break. Relax for a week or so, you know. Get things straight in my mind. Decide what to do with my future. My options. And everything.” He thought he was rambling a bit. It had been a long time since the fries, and he was feeling shaky again from hunger. “I haven’t seen the guys all together for a while.”

Will, more recently. That night, in the bar….

“We’ve just had a break,” Emily chirruped. “We’re on our way back to Lollywood after staying with Unc. Dad’s a carrot tractor.”

“Character actor,” Garry said, at the same time as Max. They exchanged rueful grins.

Emily nodded impatiently, as if she didn’t see why everyone had to repeat everything.

“Mum says it was a break, all right.” Max scowled. “Stuck with us all day broke her heart.”

“Dad says her shopping broke his bank,” Emily bounced back.

They pulled faces at each other, the most perfect antithesis of angels that Garry could ever have imagined. Then they cleared their expressions like they’d been wiped off a chalkboard, and they laughed together.

He looked from one to another, feeling at a complete loss.

“Look, kids,” he started nervously. “Parents, you know? They might fight a bit, but they don’t always mean what they say.”

The children both turned to stare at him with amazement. It was that “special needs” look again, mirrored in two sets of clear blue eyes.

“It’s fine, Garry,” Max said, quite gently. Like he knew he had to explain it very slowly and very carefully. “It’s just part of growing up. For the adults. We don’t let it get on top of us.”

Garry wondered what it must be like to be in the mind of a child. He wasn’t sure any amount of therapy could cope with it.

“Can we get some more fries?” Emily asked. “With extra ketchup?”

 

 

IT WAS early evening, and stranded passengers were searching for places to lie down and rest. Garry scoured the notice boards for any further information, but there was no change to the ETA of Will’s flight. Funnily enough, he didn’t feel as angry about it anymore.

Exhaustion, he expected. Still several hours to go. He wondered if Allen would call the airport when he and Will didn’t turn up at the hotel and learn about the Delay. Garry still hadn’t been able to get through to Allen’s mobile. Should he try again? He couldn’t seem to find the energy. What would be, would be.

He was wryly amused at his newfound tolerance.

Max had insisted on being the one to go to get the fries, so Garry was left with Emily. She chose that time to snuggle up to him and have a rest. Not a nap! She was very firm about that. She could stay up longer than any person who could stay up longer than the world could stay up around the moon. Or something like that. He couldn’t follow the words, but he liked the determination in her eyes. It reminded him of his friends when they were all younger—when they were so passionate about the world and their place in it.

He looked down on the tousled blonde hair resting on his arm. “Will Max be going to check in with your parents?” he asked, softly.

Emily bit back a yawn. “Prob’ly. Garden ants have to do that. He said Dad was still red and Mum was in the toilet. But Unc will sort them out.”

“You love your Unc?”

She nodded. “He gets me sweets. He makes me laugh. Max says he boils me.”

“Spoils,” Garry murmured instinctively.

“He’s a friend like your Will.” She smiled and pushed back some hair to stare up at him. The Hello Kitty T-shirt looked worse than ever, but she still looked impossibly cute.

“You seem strangely fascinated by Will.”

“I can be fancy mated by him, can’t I?” She pouted. “You are.”

“Hey,” Garry protested gently. “Sorry, kid, but you know nothing about it, okay? You only just met me. You don’t know Will or how we are together.” He didn’t think he’d been too fierce, but he watched with some alarm as her face struggled with sudden upset.

“Don’t you want him to boil you?” Her sniff sounded suspiciously like a snivel.

Garry stepped mentally on eggshells. “Spoil, honey. No, I don’t expect that. Adults don’t do that, you see, not the same way as for children.”

“But he—”

“Yeah,” Garry broke in, ready for her this time. “He makes me laugh. Maybe he’d get me sweets. But the spoiling business isn’t for guys like us.”

“You shouldn’t be such a sick nickel,” she snapped, her mood turning from anguish to anger in a split second. Garry swallowed hard and tried to keep up. “I’m sure he’s lonely without you,” she insisted. “That’s why he’s meeting you here.” She seemed to have recovered from his rebuke and was back on the offence.

Garry was still decoding cynical, and she’d caught him unawares again. “No,” he protested. “That’s not really how it is.”

Is it?

“So does he have a wife? Lots of kids?”

Fuck. Now he had Will’s résumé to cope with as well. “No,” he said carefully. “But I don’t think that’s anything to do—”

“So I’m right!” she interrupted. She stabbed a sticky finger at his chest like a weapon. “He needs you. You can boil each other ’cos you don’t have kids like me. ’S perfect.”

“We don’t want kids. I mean, neither of us wants… individually… you know.” No, he thought wryly. She wouldn’t know. Obviously he and Will had already made decisions and taken directions through adulthood that Emily was years away from. They were talking from very different ends of the spectrum.

She looked at him with furrowed brow. “But you’d want some if they were like me. And Max. Right?”

“Right. Of course. You two apart,” Garry soothed. It was a minefield, this dealing with youngsters. Where the fuck was the manual?

“You do like me, Garry, don’t you?” The wobbling lower lip was back in evidence.

“Of course! A lot.” It was a flip reply, but he realised it was true. Sometimes he forgot she was only seven, that she’d invaded his space with sugar and ketchup, that she’d brought her matching bookend brother.

He liked them both. He wasn’t sure how he’d have coped so far without them. They’d made the Delay almost bearable. Though he wished Max would come back soon with the fries and it wasn’t just because he was starving.

But Emily snuggled back down against him and seemed to have abandoned her emotional arguments. “I like you a lot too, Garr-eee. And you like Will, just as much. He’s special.”

He bent his head to catch all her words. Her voice was muffled against his shirt—now also stained with chocolate ice cream—and she was a little sleepy. “Well, of course he is,” he murmured. He tucked some of her blonde hair back behind her ears. Her Barbie clip was hanging loose and he re-fastened it. “I have lots of special friends.”

“No,” she said, sighing as if life was a dreadful trial for one so young, especially with a new friend who was proving to be so dense. “He’s special special. Your eyes go weird when you talk about him.”

“As well as the screwed-up face?” said Garry. He was getting used to the contempt that kids seemed to hold for the adult race.

“Yes,” she said, quite matter-of-factly. “With your eyes and your face, you look silly. Silly all over.”

She fell silent, losing her fight against sleep. Garry just sat there and tried to stretch himself comfortably under her limp little body.

Will’s lonely without me. He smiled to himself, though a little sadly. Wasn’t that the most unlikely thing this side of the Atlantic? Just the opposite was true, of course. It was his loneliness that was nagging at him, his painful need to see his friend.

He was surprised that so many things were suddenly so blindingly clear to him.

You look silly.

He mentally slapped his forehead. And didn’t that just sum him up?

 

 

HE’D AVOIDED Will in the forty-eight hours before he left for America. How childish was that? But after the kiss—the shameless groping—he felt such an idiot, he had no idea what he’d say to Will to explain.

If he even could.

Will rang many times. Garry felt shitty about ignoring the calls. In the end he sent Will a text to say he’d come down with food poisoning and couldn’t leave the flat, and would Will let work know Garry wouldn’t be in. Then another text, to tell Will not to come around, because he was sleeping all the time.

Double shitty.

He knew Will didn’t have enough time before leaving for New York to make a fuss. But he did muster enough courage to text Will—again—with the promise he’d call as soon as Will settled in America.

Wuss.

He’d called Will in the US. Of course he had. He wanted to hear all the news, all about the staff they’d only ever seen mentioned on internal memos, about Will’s hotel, about the places they took him to eat. Thank God Will hadn’t picked up an American drawl yet.

But things weren’t the same. Jesus, that sounded like he was pouting, like a schoolkid who couldn’t get his own way. Garry wasn’t too good on the phone at the best of times and, unlike their usual daily chats, he struggled with the “hello” stuff, and especially the “goodbye” stuff. He expected to hear Will knocking on the door to take him out for a beer, sitting beside Garry on the bus, stealing the chilli off the top of Garry’s late-night kebab.

Garry supposed he’d have to look into learning to Skype.

 

 

MAX HAD arrived back at the seats with provisions and proud tales of having fought off marauding tribes of rabid passengers for the remaining food. Garry looked at the squashed packet of fries and admitted that it did indeed look like it had gone four rounds with Genghis Khan and lost on points. Max plumped it on Garry’s lap and settled himself back into his chair.

Garry lifted the packet, looked at the grease stain on his jeans, and finally abandoned any hope of saving his clothing.

They started to munch on the fries with familiarity. Garry left the longer ones for Emily and let Max take the first handfuls. He thought briefly about just pouring the ketchup onto his knees for them to dip into it, but decided that was a little extravagant. Far more fun to see the gradual recolouring of the denim to a dark—and erratically spotted—crimson hue. The announcements started up again with some hope that rescheduling had occurred. A few of the flights were arriving earlier than expected. The Delay was being reduced.

Refreshed after her snack, Emily peered at Garry with barely suppressed glee. “He’ll be here soon,” she assured him. “Will.”

“Okay.” Garry smiled. “I know. It’s cool.”

She turned to her brother with the unmistakable light of triumph in her eyes. “Will is his special friend. Will gets him sweets. They’re going to have six kids like me.”

“No!” Garry gasped. The Twilight Zone music hammered in his head like a heavy rock anthem. His eyes had rolled so frequently today he’d need a trip to the optician.

Max snorted, unimpressed. “Men can’t have kids, stupid.”

Garry shut his eyes, briefly, and waited for them to start fighting—or probing his love life again. If he were a religious man, he’d have prayed to whatever patron saint there was of embarrassed young men and oversensitive young girls.

But Emily seemed to have recovered her equilibrium now. She glared at Max and shrugged as if everyone knew—didn’t they?—that her brother was only one evolutionary step up from ketchup itself.

“Where there’s a wheel,” she said, in a sing-song voice.

Garry studiously avoided catching Max’s eye, and the brotherly contempt he knew would be there.

Emily’s gaze swung back to him. “Will’s special, isn’t he, Garr-ee?”

Garry groaned inside. “Umm. Yes, of course.”

Umm… yeah… very much so. His gut was cramping again, and he knew it wasn’t the fries.

Emily stuck her tongue out at her brother as if to say “See?”

“Why?” Max was finally pitching in with his inimitable contribution. “Why’s he so special?”

“He’s bright and brainy. Sporty. Loves music, though not always the same stuff as I do.” What the fuck am I doing? Garry was astonishing himself more than anyone. Suddenly he wanted to talk about Will—he wanted to have him beside him, and if he couldn’t have the man himself, he wanted him in his mind, in his words. “He’s loyal and thoughtful and confident.” And gorgeous and generous and more than hot in that blue shirt I helped him choose last summer…. “He more or less saved my life once, when I got a cramp in the swimming pool. He lent me money until I got settled in my flat. He’s helped me in my work. He laughs at my jokes. He remembers things I said and did—oh—months ago.” Garry smiled, his mind far away now with memories, though he didn’t miss out of the corner of his eye the smirk Emily half-hid behind her hand or Max’s raised eyebrow.

“That’s so sappy.” Emily giggled. Max punched her on the arm, and she snorted back at him.

“So you told him all this,” Max stated, as if needing to check something off.

“No.” Garry’s mind was full of strange thoughts and emotions. He was amazed his voice still sounded the same. “Well, I said something to him about it… did something. Last time we met up.”

The bar. The bumbling. The kiss.

God. No, the memory definitely didn’t get any easier.

“I didn’t do it properly. Not at all.” I fucked up. “You have to be careful about these things, even with your best friends. Stuff like that, you know?”

“No I don’t know” came Max’s prim voice. “Adults are very poor at explaining stuff. That’s a word they use when they can’t be bothered with kids.”

Garry wasn’t really listening. “He looked at me like I was mad,” he said slowly, feeling his face reddening at the memory. “His mouth just hung open—he obviously couldn’t find anything to say back to me. I made a speedy exit, of course. Haven’t referred to it again. Neither has he. He’s forgotten all about it.” I hope. Though I don’t wish. The kiss had been spectacular for him. Clumsy and stupid, but very, very special.

The stuff of dreams.

“He thought you were under the elephants,” Emily announced cheerfully. “That’s what beer does to you.”

The influence of something, Garry thought. But not alcohol. Of Will himself. The taste had been sweet in a way his dreams had only imagined.

Sweet and anguished.

The PA system twanged in the background, and a new announcement nagged him to listen. The Delay was almost caught up; there’d be no need for travellers to spend the night on the chairs. A few people cheered tiredly. A list of flights now arriving over the next hour or so appeared on the screens, and the loudspeaker rolled the numbers out of its electronically modulated mouth, slowly and with inappropriate relish. One of the first numbers announced was familiar to Garry.

Will’s flight would be arriving soon.

“Mum says—”

Max groaned theatrically, wrenching Garry’s attention back to the kids. Garry was glad of the distraction, really. There was a strange ache in his chest that was a mixture of confusion and an overwhelming desire to return to that evening of honesty—even if Will never forgave him.

“Mum says,” Emily continued, “that men-who-don’t-have-wives mess about.”

Huh? Garry thought it sounded like he’d been discovered peeing in the sandpit, or painting with his hands on the living room wall. “I don’t know what you mean, honey.”

Max coughed to gain his attention. “What Mum actually said was that they fool around. That’s what all her friends say. Actually,” he went on, and his face had gone a bit red. “Actually, what her friends really say is that single men like to screw ar—”

“Okay, that’s enough, I think!” Garry interrupted quickly.

“Why?” Emily looked surprised. “And it’s rude to butt in.”

“Please,” Garry said and could hear the heartfelt plea in his voice. What the hell was this business of apologising all the time to minors? “I want you to know that not everyone’s like that. Not every single man, anyway. I mean, I’m not like that. I’m pretty sure I’m not.” He cast his mind back over a sex life that was notable for its careful respect but intermittent frequency, and he felt more than embarrassed about discussing this with children. “Guess I’m still waiting for the right person to come along.”

Emily looked up at the announcement board and then back to him. “Fifty-five minutes,” she said. Her words were clear and she obviously didn’t expect any argument from him. “That’s how long you have to wait for him.”

Garry stared.

Yes—resistance was futile.

 

 

THE ATMOSPHERE in the lounge was one of anticlimax. The passengers’ anger and frustration had largely dissipated; people were tidying up their messes and getting ready to complete their journeys.

Garry couldn’t remember what his lounge-rage felt like. It had passed and been superseded by something worse. His mouth was dry and his thudding heart seemed to be pushing the nausea up into his throat in waves.

Max leant back in his chair, thumbs flashing over his game and his eyes glued to the lights and figures. Emily seemed to have dropped off to sleep on Garry’s arm, and he didn’t have the heart to move her just yet. Plenty of time before Will’s flight arrived. Plenty of time to rework his welcome speech, his apology, his rueful recovery. Plenty of time to find Emily and Max’s elusive parents and try to tidy up the mess.

And he didn’t mean the kids.

“Garr-ee?” Emily’s voice was very soft and sleepy. And really quite adorable.

“Yes, honey?”

“Are you upset you can’t have kids?”

He brushed his lips against her hair. He was quite used to her special little-girl smell now, a mixture of soap and sugar and the tang of petrified ketchup. If he were truly honest—though he mightn’t have said it aloud—he’d miss her and her bookend brother when they all moved on.

“No, love,” he murmured. “It’d be difficult to find another one as sweet as you.”

She wriggled against him, obviously pleased. “So are you homey special?”

He frowned. He didn’t want to keep questioning her, but this one had him foxed. No combination of vowels or spoonerism made this one clear.

Max barely moved his head, but he answered as usual for her. “She means ho-mo-sex-u-al.” He enunciated every syllable as if it were a marble in his young mouth. He seemed extremely proud to have pronounced it correctly.

Garry’s mouth fell open and stayed there. His gran would have told him sharply he could catch flies. “Max, does she know what that means?” He looked down at Emily’s messy blonde head and then across to Max’s. “Do you?”

“You like to kiss boys, not girls,” Emily said, in her sing-song voice. It didn’t seem to faze her.

“Something like that,” Garry said. That kiss….

“We know,” Max said. He stabbed at the Game Boy, concentrating on a battle. The subject of personal sexual preferences didn’t seem to faze him either.

“Mum calls you happy.” Emily giggled.

“Huh? But I don’t know your mum.”

“She says men like you are happy!”

Garry stared at her, uncomprehending. He’d rarely felt less happy in his life.

“She means gay,” Max said, and he was grinning.

Garry grinned too. He hadn’t heard anyone connect the alternative meanings that way for a long time. “Kids, does it upset you?”

Max snickered. “No, of course not. We’re used to lots of different people. Do you think we’re babies or something?”

“No,” Garry said. “Perish the thought.”

Emily yawned and lifted her head. “So do you kiss Will?”

“That’s enough about me,” Garry said, firmly. “Adults don’t like discussing these things out loud, you know.”

“You should,” she muttered. “’Specially if you love him.”

Ouch.

“Emily, please don’t worry yourself about people you don’t really know. It’s not a question of love. You get your words mixed up, honey.”

“Not always, I don’t.” She sighed.

Garry looked to Max for masculine support.

“Not always, she doesn’t,” the boy said. He looked across at Emily, then his eyes dropped back to his game. Emily snuggled back up against Garry and fell silent.

Why do I feel I’ve been outmanoeuvred again? Garry was out of his depth. It was the same feeling as missing the plot of a movie because he was still out in the foyer, deciding what popcorn to buy. Or catching Allen and Leonard exchanging sinister little glances over his head when he had no new love life stories to report.

The loudspeaker twanged. Will’s flight was due in fifteen minutes.

Emily was a soft, gentle weight on his arm. Garry found it quite soothing. He could feel the tiredness catching up with him as well, now, and he yawned. “Your sister is really something,” he murmured to Max.

Max coughed pityingly. “I know. That’s what my uncles say all the time.”

 

 

WHEN WILL actually, finally arrived, Garry risked missing him. He was asleep on his chair, his long legs bent up awkwardly on top of his bag and his tangled hair trapped between the back of the chair and his left ear. His head lolled down onto his shoulder at an awkward angle, as if it had been resting on something supportive but lost it somewhere along the way.

Someone leaned over him and coughed loudly.

He opened his eyes a little painfully, squinting into the still-bright lights of the lounge. A man stood in front of him, dark hair, broad shoulders, patiently waiting. Garry straightened up, groaning aloud.

“Will? Shit, I can’t believe it. After all that, I fell asleep!”

“Garry.” Dark blue eyes ranged over him; a smile brightened the travel-weary face. “Dammit, you waited.”

“Hi,” Garry said. “Yeah, of course I did. You asked me to.” His heart was thumping again, maybe from the shock of waking suddenly. “It’s good to see you.”

Whoa there, Mr Witty.

Will just smiled.

Garry stared back for a long moment. There was something indefinably different in his friend’s attitude. Tension? Nervousness? Maybe it was due to the stress of the delayed flight. And Garry knew plenty about stress, didn’t he? Stretching out his arm, which was painfully stiff from hugging Emily to him, he looked around. Neither of the kids was anywhere to be seen.

“I didn’t like to assume,” Will said. “But I really hoped….” His voice was unusually hesitant, but his smile was full of pleasure. “You see, I wanted some time with you before we go on to the hotel. Otherwise we’ll soon be meeting up with the others, and although I’m looking forward to that, it means we don’t get time together on our own. The way we usually do, at home. The way I’ve missed, this week.” For a second his eyes looked oddly unfocussed. “Do you mind?”

“Mind?” Garry still felt a little disorientated. Where were the kids? Were they okay? Why was Will acting so weirdly? “Of course I don’t mind.”

“I’d like to talk to you about some… stuff.”

Stuff? Will didn’t use slang like that. Will was always articulate, choosing his words carefully and without waste. Will was the epitome of self-confidence and assertiveness. Garry wasn’t surprised in the slightest that Will had nailed the transatlantic job.

Just bereft.

He looked more carefully at his friend. Despite his weird behaviour, Will looked okay. His clothes were creased and probably a little sweaty, but he looked damned good. As always. Garry’s throat tightened. “You look really good in that blue shirt, Will. Guess you always know how to dress for the occasion.”

Will’s gaze slipped over Garry’s body again. “I wish I could say the same for you.”

His smile took any offence out of the words, but Garry looked down with dismay at the ketchup on his jeans and the palette of stains all over his shirt. “Hell, I need to freshen up. Perhaps we could go find some coffee or a beer or something. What was the stuff you wanted to talk about?”

Will took a deep breath. He looked around the lounge, then dropped his bag and sat carefully down on the next chair. His thigh pressed against Garry’s. “It was about what happened the last time we were out together.”

“Last time?” Oh, bloody hell. “Will, look….”

Will shook his head. “Stop right there.” He grimaced. “I’ve been stuck for seven hours on a flight—plus delay time—in a narrow seat, with nothing but egg-and-cheese wraps, Disney on the screen, and a fellow passenger beside me who told me every detail of how tin cans are made. Whether I was interested or not. I’ve had plenty of time to think.”

“Think?”

“About how we’ve been stepping around it, ever since. How you never want to talk about it. And how I don’t feel I can push you about what’s going on.”

“And that’s… what?”

“It’s been worrying me ever since,” Will said, more or less ignoring Garry’s pathetic responses. He looked very determined. “How I reacted. How you took that reaction. That I may have given you the wrong idea.”

“Wrong idea?” Garry felt he’d spent most of the last day of his life trying to make sense of other people’s conversations. “Look, fuck, no problem. It was all my fault. It was just the excitement of hearing about your job. High spirits, you know. You moving on—”

“Do you know how long it took me to agree to go on the damned interview?” Will interrupted, peering at Garry as if trying to see something more than blurred surprise. “I’d been turning the decision over in my mind for a month before I told anyone.”

“Huh? But it’s a great opportunity. All the benefits you’ll get from it….”

“And what about what I’d miss? The guys, my flat, the neighbourhood, the beer.” His smile wavered. “Working with you. And after work too—the easy times together, the fun, the understanding. But I’d persuaded myself it’d be good experience. And you seemed okay about it, pleased for me.”

“Right.” Garry’s voice came out as a strangled whisper.

“Then we went out for that stupid drink, and you… you were keeping really close to me. We got separated from the others, and when we got pushed into that corner, you started to tell me what you really thought about me going away. I never knew you felt like that, Garry. I mean, about me.”

A family rushed past the chairs, their cases rumbling over the flooring, sending vibrations up his legs. Garry wondered if it were really the sound of the humiliation freight train, approaching fast and preparing to crush him. “Will, don’t make me feel worse than I already do.”

“Worse?” Will’s eyes widened. “You didn’t mean it? It was the beer talking?”

“Fuck, no, I didn’t mean that.”

“You said you’d feel really bad about losing my friendship on a daily basis. Gutted, you said. That I was way more than a colleague and friend. Or that was what you’d hoped I’d be. Garry, don’t get coy on me now. Not after the tin can salesman and Little Mermaid for the third time.” His eyes darkened, his face flushed, though he was still hanging on to the smile. “I may get dangerous.”

“You already are,” Garry blurted out. It was damned hard to keep his eyes from settling on Will’s mouth.

“Yeah?” Will looked half-shocked, half-relieved. “So do you remember what I said in reply?”

Garry stared. Shock in his eyes, gotta go, will call you…. “What?”

“I said yes, Garry. Yes, I said, let’s talk about it. Maybe you didn’t hear me over the noise in the bar. I said I felt the same.”

Garry opened his mouth, then closed it again. He waited for the kids to come back and interrupt this conversation—possibly one of the most important of his life—but there was still no sign of them. He kept on staring at Will and his weary, searching, twinkling eyes.

No, I’m just not that lucky.

“Or maybe you didn’t hear my words because you chose that supremely awkward time to grab me and thrust your tongue in my mouth.”

Garry felt the heat rush to his face.

“Yes, I can tell you, it was a shock for me too,” Will continued. “I usually move a little more slowly with my dates, you know.” And then he laughed. Laughed! “Mind you, I suppose we’ve been going out with each other for years, even if we didn’t admit it. But I’d never been completely sure you were interested in me. You know, romantically.”

Just the sweet, beery taste….

“I’m homey special,” Garry said. It was like his mouth opened by remote control and someone else’s words sprang out.

Will looked puzzled. “Whatever.”

“You tried to talk to me… to say….”

“Yes. I mean, to say yes. Yes, I wanted more with you. I think I always have! I would have found you later on in the evening, to talk it through more clearly, but you shot off like a scalded cat. Before I could follow, the guys had lined up shots for me. I thought, I’ll call him later. But then you were sick—”

“Wasn’t,” Garry said glumly.

“Of course you fucking weren’t!” Will said with spirit. “I know what a bloody wuss you can be. But I had to fly out within the next couple of days, and there was so much else to do. I never got to see you.” Now he looked flushed. “It was good, Garry.”

“The shots? Me being fake sick?”

Will rolled his eyes. “The kiss, stupid. I just didn’t know whether you’d been… I don’t know. Messing about. Teasing. Drunk.”

“No,” Garry said very, very quickly. “No way.” He could feel the grin tugging at the sides of his mouth.

Will’s gaze darted between Garry’s mouth and eyes now. “So that’s good too. Right?”

“Right.”

“I just wanted to clear the air between us. You acted honestly that night—I’m not sure how long it would have been before I did the same, without your prompt.” He laughed, a little self-consciously. “So do I get another?”

“Prompt?”

“Chance, you berk!” Will rolled his eyes again but there was an added flicker of excitement in them this time. “Another chance for a kiss.”

“Yeah.” Garry could feel the words backing up behind his tongue, desperate to get out and be spoken, desperate to make Will understand. “Yeah, yeah! As many as you want. And when you go back to New York—”

“Not going to happen.”

“Huh?” Garry’s words backed up again, suddenly unsure. “You didn’t get the job? No way!”

Will bit his lip. “No. They let me know early on, it’s mine if I want it.”

“So, okay.” What does all this mean? “So we can work something out. To visit, you know. I’ve got my own contacts—”

“I turned it down.”

Sudden silence.

“But it’s a great experience. You said so yourself.”

“So’s this,” Will said quietly. He put his hand on Garry’s arm. Then he leaned over and pressed his lips to Garry’s cheek.

Oh my good God. Garry’s whole body flushed with heat. If they hadn’t been in the middle of a major airport lounge, he’d have grabbed Will again and planted a decent smooch on him, travel-stale breath or not. Instead, his mouth did the goldfish impression yet again.

“But—!”

Will chuckled. “But what?”

“You really wanted that job.”

“Not on those terms. Not if it’s taking me away so much.”

“You deserve it.”

“Not on those terms,” Will repeated, but more like a whisper. “I’m happy with the decision, Garry. Believe me.”

Garry just stared at him. He knew the way Will’s jaw jutted out like that when he’d made a decision and wasn’t going to move on it. “You stupid arse.”

Will gave a shaky laugh. “Love you too.”

And then Garry watched with amazement as Will blushed violently scarlet.

“We’d better call Allen.” Garry wasn’t really concentrating, of course, because Will still had his hand on his arm and he was well into Garry’s personal space, and it was definitely okay by Garry. “Though his mobile doesn’t seem to work.”

“He’s changed phones. I’ve got the new number.” Will’s gaze was locked on Garry’s, his face bright with anticipation. Garry thought that was a bloody fine look on him.

Couple of silly arses, we are.

“So that’s good.” Garry knew he was grinning like an idiot. Couldn’t remember exactly what he was talking about either, but it was all good, regardless.

“I can’t really believe this, you know?” Will shook his head, still red. “I’ve had a lot of long, boring hours to think and rethink what I was going to say to you. Then I get here and it all just spills out.”

“Like ketchup,” Garry said instinctively.

“Sure. Maybe.” Will laughed. “I’m sorry, it’s not been fair to you, camped out here for all these hours. I didn’t bring you anything from the States as a souvenir.”

“Like sweets?”

Will blinked hard. “Well, yes, perhaps something like that. But, anyway, I shouldn’t have asked you to wait around.”

Garry smiled back with pure happiness he didn’t think he’d felt for years. “It’s cool. No problem. Worth every minute. You brought yourself. That’s boil—I mean, spoiling me enough.”

Will stood, shaking his head and smiling. His expression was a little confused, as if he suspected Garry was still half-asleep and slightly delirious. But the smile was undiminished. “We’ll find the car hire place now, shall we?”

“In a minute.” Garry stood as well, letting his shoulder nudge against Will. Felt good. Felt damned good. “I just want to enjoy this moment. Is that stupid?”

“Not at all.” Will leaned in again, his breath ghosting against Garry’s neck. “I wish we didn’t still have hours of travel ahead of us. We could….”

“Talk about this some more? Enjoy this moment even longer?”

Will’s voice roughened. “I want to kiss you again, Garry. To hell with the talking. We’ve wasted enough time.”

Oh. Oh fuck. Garry’s heartbeat started racing again. If only they’d invented time travel, and he could be unpacking his case in the holiday hotel room already, a room he could share with Will…. He cleared his very tight throat. “Before we get going, I ought to wipe off some of this mess on my bag and my boots.”

“And your jeans,” Will said. His gaze slid immediately to Garry’s lap area.

“Yeah. And my jeans.” He caught Will’s eye; they were both a bit breathless. “You wanna help me?”

Will didn’t answer, just took Garry’s hand and started to pull him towards the gents’ toilet. He stopped when Garry tugged back. “Sorry?”

“No, it’s okay.” Garry lifted his bag onto his shoulder. “I’m ready.”

“Why were you looking around?” Will asked curiously.

“Just wanted to say goodbye to some friends.” It’d be a pity if he never saw the kids again. He sort of missed them. He didn’t want to examine too closely just how bizarre that thought was.

Because for now, he had better things to concentrate on.

 

 

THE FIRST toilet they approached had a big Out of Order sign on the door, but when Garry started to turn away, Will hissed in his ear and dragged him inside. A couple of the sinks and hand driers were still working, and there was a convenient pile of paper towels on the counter.

“Maintenance could arrive at any time,” Garry said in a stage whisper.

“Hush. We’ll make the best of the privacy for a while.” Will shoved a handful of towels at him.

The mess on Garry’s jeans soon morphed from a splatter of assorted foodstuffs to a large damp patch that looked suspiciously like he’d pissed himself. While Garry had been rubbing at the stains on his lap and thighs with the sodden towels, he’d updated Will on his time spent with the kids. Within seconds, Garry’s bizarre day—and their equally bizarre toilet mission—had him and Will sniggering like schoolboys.

“You’re just leaving flecks of paper all over it now,” Will chided. His hand followed Garry’s movements as if he wanted to grab hold of the towels and take charge. Or grab hold of something in that area, anyway.

“It’ll dry out in the car.” Garry couldn’t stop grinning. “If you take the first shift driving, I can balance the map on my lap. Don’t want to offend you with my wet crotch.”

“Your crotch couldn’t offend me, whatever state it was in,” Will murmured into Garry’s ear.

Garry snorted a laugh. How had he gone so quickly from embarrassed groping to blissful boyfriend banter? Because that’s what it felt like; he and Will as boyfriends. Oh joy! It had been worth every splodge of ketchup, every sticky shower of sugar.

Will swiped a finger over Garry’s fly, then examined the white grains on his fingertip. “What’s this?”

“That’s sugar. From Emily’s sweets,” Garry offered. His voice was hoarse. Will’s finger had brushed the whole length of Garry’s cock, and Garry didn’t think it was by accident.

His gaze on Garry, Will licked at the sugar crystals. Garry’s crotch—despite being damp, clammy, and chilly after several doses of cold water—responded very happily.

“Delicious,” Will murmured.

“Yeah, it’s just—”

“I don’t mean the sugar.” Will very deliberately put his hand right back on Garry’s cock, now a much firmer shape under the wet denim.

Startled, Garry checked quickly that they were still alone, then pressed himself forwards into Will’s palm. So, so good! “I never knew you were so….”

“So what?”

“So bloody bold.”

Will’s expression was pure wickedness. “Try me.”

Garry wasn’t going to pass up on that. He pushed Will into the nearest cubicle and up against the wall. His kiss was wet too, but Will accepted it very eagerly, their tongues thrusting against each other.

“You need to get out of those jeans,” Will gasped. “Dry them on the machine.”

“Can’t,” Garry gasped back.

“Huh?” Will slid his hands up under Garry’s shirt, touching his bare skin. It made the fabric strain across his chest. The buttons would be hanging on by a mere thread.

“No boxers,” Garry moaned.

“I didn’t think you went commando.” Will raised his eyebrows. His mouth still reached for Garry’s.

“Get too hot when I travel. Like to keep things free.” Garry knew how ridiculous it sounded. And if he’d known by the end of this journey he’d be hard as a proverbial rock and pressing painfully against the zip of his jeans, he’d have had second thoughts. “Got some in my bag.”

“Forget them,” Will said, zipping down Garry’s fly.

“No, but wait—”

“Forget them!” Will’s eyes widened. “Unless you don’t want—?”

“Forget that!” Garry snapped back with a grin. He grabbed Will’s hand by the wrist and slipped it inside the denim. “Does that feel like I don’t want?”

Will started laughing. He helped Garry wriggle the jeans down to the floor, and kick them away. His laughter faded into heavy breathing. Then gasps of excitement as he slid his palm up and down Garry’s hot, aching dick.

“Wow.”

Garry was inordinately flattered. “Yours too,” he huffed, fumbling for Will’s zip in return. It peeled apart like it was glad of the relief. Will was hard too. Hard, and thick, and hot, with just a tiny bead of damp at the tip. Oh God. Wow, indeed.

“Mad,” Garry whispered. “This is mad.”

“Hot, though.” Will arched against him as Garry ran his fingers over the top of his cock.

An announcement twanged in the background of the lounge, and passengers rattled their cases past the open entrance to the abandoned toilet. The cubicle wall squeaked as he rocked against it; there was a faint smell of floral air freshener in the room, overlying the usual detergent of public washrooms.

“Yes. Yes.” Garry’s head was spinning. How bloody embarrassing, he was going to come like a schoolboy, in seconds, fast and all-consuming and hard, so bloody hard—

He gave an outrageously loud and unattractive grunt, his cock jerked in Will’s fist, and he spilled over the top of Will’s fingers.

“Oh! Shit!” came Will’s voice, strangled and soft. “So good. So good.” And then he throbbed in Garry’s fist and came as well.

They sagged against each other, limp and panting. The echo of Will’s moan was in his ears. The edge of the urinal was stabbing his kidney, but he didn’t give a shit.

“Mad,” Will whispered. “You’re right.”

Garry leaned against the wall, needing it to stay upright, waiting for his heartbeat to slow. He couldn’t speak yet. Instead he nestled his head into the crook of Will’s neck, feeling Will’s pulse in his throat, Will’s strong hand at the base of Garry’s spine.

“But so bloody good.” Will sighed. “At last.”

And Garry sighed as well, in perfect agreement.

When they stumbled out of the toilet, no one seemed to notice their tousled look, or the weird way that Garry had tied a sweater around his waist, with the knitwear hanging down his front rather than the back. Perhaps people would think it was a new pseudo-kilt fashion.

“We really should get going.” Will didn’t seem to be able to let go of him; he held Garry’s elbow, slid an arm around his shoulder, touched his palm to the small of Garry’s back.

Garry had never been keen on public displays of affection, or so he thought. With Will, he couldn’t think of anything better. This was not only going to be the best holiday of Garry’s life, but the start of something really special.

Mum says men like you are happy.

The words echoed in his mind, in Emily’s little sing-song voice.

And he smiled as he strode beside Will towards the car hire counter.

 

 

A SLIM blond man stood on the upper level of the airport lounge and scoured the crowds below. “So where the hell is Lizzie now? She’s being such an idiot.”

A rather stockier young man stood beside him, the ends of soft chestnut hair brushing his smooth forehead, his wide jaw framed by a well-clipped beard. His gaze also searched the lounge, but they returned more frequently to his companion. “She’s your sister, Allen. You know she can be a very volatile woman. But she’ll turn up in time for the flight, don’t worry.”

Allen frowned. “And where’s Duke? One minute they were the happily married couple, hugging us goodbye on their way home to Hollywood, and next minute she and Duke were arguing in public like one of those obnoxiously melodramatic soap operas he stars in.”

“Duke is pacing the floor of the Duty Free, I believe,” his husband Leonard murmured. “Lizzie said something about how he couldn’t hold on to a decent role unless it were stapled to his dick. Then he said something rather inflammatory about her weight—pregnant gorillas were mentioned. There was a loud altercation and the pair of them split off in different directions. I think she’s still in the ladies’ room.” He grimaced. “There’d been some question of the coffee shop staff calling security. People were complaining about the noise, and the threatening use of a Camembert and cranberry baguette.”

Allen groaned. “I know she’s family, but am I meant to be marriage counsellor as well as brother? She can’t keep her temper under wraps, and Duke’s no better. All he’s learned in movies is aggressive voice projection and a diva’s moods. I reckon I’ll have to leave them to sort it out between themselves.”

Leonard kept silent. From the carefully neutral look on his face, he’d come to a similar conclusion some time ago.

Allen turned to him, eyebrows raised. “You told me so, eh? And what’s worse, while I’ve been chasing after them both, our whole holiday schedule has suffered. All I wanted was to check the family in to their connecting flight, then go on to the Loch Lomond hotel to prepare for us all.” He peered out over the lounge again. “Do you think the guys have already arrived and gone? Don is bound to try and get the room with the view over the loch. Beth will inevitably get lost if someone doesn’t help her set the satnav. And I still need to confirm the numbers for tonight’s dinner, in case they all want the haggis. And Garry….” He paused, his face twisted with worry.

“Don’t worry about Garry.”

“But with Will overseas… with the miserable way Garry sounded when I last spoke to him….”

Leonard made a small but obviously significant gesture. He moved a step closer and for a moment his hand brushed against the small of the blond man’s back.

Allen seemed to tense up, then relax. When he spoke again, his voice was calmer. “Thanks.”

Leonard shook his head. “I just want you to know I’m here for you. Everything will be fine.”

Allen grimaced. “You know, I can’t remember if I told them all I changed my mobile number. I don’t suppose they’d have called you…?”

“Hell, no. Everyone knows I turn everything off as soon as I leave the office. My phone’s somewhere in the bottom of the case.”

Allen sighed. “Of course. And I also can’t remember telling anyone we’d be coming into Glasgow Airport ourselves, if only to see Lizzie and Duke off. This place is chaos today. How soon do you think the flights will be back on course? I should call the desk again—”

“Allen.”

Allen laughed. “I know, I know. Too tense. Control freak. Whatever. We’ll all find each other in the end, and the holiday will be great. It always is. They’re great friends. But it’s the family life that winds me up. And you have to suffer all that as well.”

Leonard grinned back. “It’s no problem. It’s a family I never thought I’d have. They all have their individual characters—the children included.”

“But can you believe it?” Allen’s indignation flared up again. “Lizzie says she hasn’t seen the children for hours! What kind of a mother is she? Says they’re well able to look after themselves. They’re only children, for heaven’s sake!”

Leonard’s gaze homed in unerringly on a particular row of seating in the centre of the lounge. “They’re okay, Allen, believe me. I take my role as honorary uncle very seriously. I’ve been keeping an eye on them all along.” He grinned even more broadly. “And I rather think they’re a little more than just children.”

 

 

“IS THAT him?” Emily hissed. She and Max were now back on the upper level, kneeling up on the carpet, with their faces pressed against the plastic viewing pane, peering back down into the lounge. She’d watched the two young men meet and move around each other like they wanted to hug but were sort of scared.

Max nodded. “Uh-huh. That’s Will. Unc goes on about them so much, I easily recognised them both.”

Emily wrinkled her nose, totally scornful of Max. “He could have brushed his hair. It’s not like Garr-eee’s. It’s all dark and spiky.”

Max shrugged. “Guess they like it like that. Whatever.”

Emily looked down a little mournfully at Garry, the man she’d grown to be quite fond of, despite him throwing his ice cream so wastefully on the floor. He was standing very close to Will. They were clutching each other’s arm by now and both wearing really big smiles. That might have even been a kiss Will gave Garry! “Tell me again what Unc Leonard said.”

Max sighed. “He said we should help Garry and Will. He said it was time they finally got it together.”

“It?”

Max shrugged. “No idea. Just what adults do. It’s probably stuff, you know? Both uncs go on and on about it….”

“…and on and on,” Emily added, giggling. A few feet away, their “uncs” turned to look at them. Allen had suspicion in his eyes, but Leonard smiled fondly.

Emily looked at Max and he looked back. They winked at each other. “We shorted them,” she said.

“Sorted. Uh-huh.” They both grinned.

“Do we just leave them now?” Emily looked back down at Garry and Will. Nothing else very exciting seemed to be happening. Maybe they were bored with each other already. No, wait, they were stumbling off to the toilet. She knew Garry had needed to go! “Do they need more help? More ice cream?”

“No.” Max shrugged again, his interest obviously waning. “They’re not taking any notice of anyone else.”

“They need to be lonely,” Emily said, gravely.

“Not lonely.” Max frowned. “Alone. Don’t you ever get anything right?”

Emily stuck out her tongue at him and grinned, not the slightest bit offended. “Yeah. Lots of times. Can I see them kiss again?”

“Eww.” Max looked like he’d swallowed ground glass, plus it was bogey-flavoured. “No you can’t. Kissing is truly gross.” He scrambled up and dusted off the knees of his jeans. “Come on. You have to get Mum from the washroom and then we have to go find our own flight. Maybe you can see them next time we visit the uncs.”

He strode off towards his uncles with the little girl in hot pursuit, romantic visions forgotten.

“But you still owe me four pounds of sweets!” came her plaintive voice.
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A London Lads Story

 

Newly single in his late twenties and bored with his quiet life in a London suburb, Daniel Cross soon discovers the lure of social media. Excited at the chance of tracking down his old mates from a schooldays sports club, he launches a personal quest to find out what kind of man each boy has become.

Dan’s first mistake is chatting online to a complete stranger—friending the wrong Carson brother on Facebook. But Nick Carson isn’t offended and offers to accompany Dan on the trip to find the others. It’s the first step to friendship and something more for both of them.

For Dan, the reunions with the “Gang of Four” range from startling and heartening to disturbing. Nick’s company is a constant support, though neither of them are prepared for the exposure of personal secrets they’d thought long hidden. Dan begins to suspect he’s really looking for a direction in his own life—and the excitement and purpose he craves may be closer to home than a quest with its roots in a boyhood dream.

 

 

[image: ]

 

A London Lads Story

 

Compulsive neat freak meets chaotic slob: Can their living space survive the conflict?

Martin Harrison keeps himself to himself and his Central London flat as neat as a new pin. Maybe he should loosen up and enjoy more of a social life, but in his mind, that’s tantamount to opening the floodgates to emotional chaos. He agrees, however, to join the flat-sitting scheme in his building and look after another tenant’s flat in exchange for a similar watch over his when he’s travelling for his work.

A floor away in the same building, Russ McNeely is happy with his life as a freelance cook and a self-confessed domestic slob. He also joins the flat-sitting scheme, both to be neighbourly and to help keep his flat in order, as Russ also travels for his work.

For a while, the very dissimilar men never meet. Martin is horrified at the mess at Russ’s flat, while Russ finds Martin’s minimalist style creepy. But in a spirit of generosity, each of them starts to help the other out by rearranging things in their own inimitable way.

Until the day a hiccup in the schedule brings them face-to-face at last.
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A London Lads Story

 

A secret affair can’t go on forever.

Dylan Philips admits it himself: he’s a relentlessly single man in a small suburban town, both proud of and resigned to being a good teacher and a devoted nephew to his mischievous great-aunts.

When the aunts take a hand in matchmaking him with Josie Whitman, the girl who lives along the street, Dylan doesn’t tell them what kind of soul mate he’s really looking for—and the fact that he’s already found the man in question. It’s not Josie who’s travelling from London every month to her town property, but her journalist brother Neal. And Dylan meets up with Neal whenever he can.

But decisions must be made for their future. Dylan is risk-averse to everything from overseas travel to coming out, whereas Neal embraces adventure—and now he wants to take Dylan with him.

Horrified that his chance at love will move even further out of his reach, Dylan realises it’s time for him to own up to what kind of man he really is. He needs to find courage and compromise. And who knows whether the great-aunts will be a help or a hindrance with that?
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A London Lads Story

 

Ever wanted to spy secretly on other people’s lives?

Ken doesn’t have a choice: his student summer job is manning the CCTV screens for the new central London shopping mall. But instead of spotting criminals or vandals, he becomes fascinated by a cute waiter from the local bistro who sneaks out to the backyard for his break—and plays sexy to the camera.

Is he an old friend, or just an anonymous exhibitionist? Should Ken be excited by this naughty peepshow, or will people think he’s a voyeuristic pervert? Poor Ken’s confused and thrilled in turn. It’s like living in one of the movies he’s studying at university. He knows the man can’t see him, yet Ken feels a connection of some kind. It all encourages Ken to continue with his guilt-ridden Waiter Watch.

Ken bears the suspense as long as he can, until a chance meeting and an abortive blind date provide the explanation to the secret assignations. But will this guide Ken to a real-life chance of romance?
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Romancing The…

 

How tangled can a romantic web get?

When gruff mountaineer Dominic Hartington-George seeks sponsorship for his latest expedition, his London PA insists on a more media-friendly profile—like dating celebrity supermodel Zeb Z.

Zeb can’t make the date, so he asks his identical twin, Aidan, to stand in for just one evening. Aidan, a struggling playwright, shuns the limelight to the extent people don’t even know Zeb has a sibling, but he reluctantly agrees.

When the deception has to continue beyond the first date, Aidan fights to keep up the pretense. Dominic likes his sassy, intelligent companion, and Aidan starts falling for the forthright explorer. But how long can Aidan’s conscience cope as confusion abounds? Will coming clean as “the other twin” destroy the trust they’ve built?
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