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Prologue

Present Day

LIAM

The lights of the club dimmed. A spotlight appeared over center stage and a voice boomed over the loudspeakers. 

“And, now please welcome the main attraction of the Velvet Post. Our very own Devil in disguise – Lee!”

Chatter ceased. Not a sound filtered through from the main area of the club where I waited beneath the stage. You could have heard a pin drop.  

I gripped the pole, propelled myself almost to the top and wrapped one leg securely around the shimmering post, resting my other booted foot against my knee.

“Ready?” Pedro asked.

I nodded. Music thundered as the platform I was on began to rise. I didn’t need to glance up to know thick smoke billowed above me. I would emerge from it like I had done every night for the past three years.

I waited until my torso had cleared the floor of the stage and pressed a small button on the edge of my wings. The enormous wings eased open and scattered red lights flashed amongst the black feathers. The platform continued to rise and gripping the pole with my right arm and foot, I stretched out my left leg and arm until I was in a spread-eagled position. The smoke thinned and wafted away as the platform clicked and locked into place at stage level.

Men whistled and surged forward as I twisted erotically and slowly slid from the pole. The club was packed; I would make good money tonight.

***

STEVE

I stood with my eyes riveted on the figure on stage. Shady was right; the main attraction at the Velvet Post – a gay strip club, was indeed my brother. 

Liam had walked away - actually he’d run from our family four years ago. It was after he’d helped cause the death of Keegan’s baby and almost Keegan herself. He was just shy of seventeen at the time and had seemingly disappeared into thin air. It took seven months for a private detective to eventually track him down in a seedy part of Linton. 

I’d gone down and talked with him; tried to get him to come home but he’d refused. Liam was convinced we all hated him and he’d argued that he needed to stay away so he couldn’t ruin our lives more than he already had. He said he’d come back when he felt the time was right and not before. None of us were happy about his decision but we left him be. What else could we do? 

Another five months passed and there was still no sign that Liam would come home. Once a month, Mom would receive a letter telling her he was happy and taking care of himself. It was never postmarked and always hand delivered, which I found strange.  

Mom shed rivers of tears for her first born - I’m the eldest but was adopted when I was seven years old. When she couldn’t wait any longer for my brother to make the decision to return home, she insisted I tell her where he was living and reluctantly I gave her his address. Mom rushed down to talk with him but he was gone. He’d left the Chinese restaurant, where he’d been working, a week after I’d been to see him and seemingly vanished into thin air. Again. Mrs. Chin, the owner, had no idea where he’d gone and like my mother, she was heartbroken. Mom promised to let her know if we heard anything from him. 

Mom insisted on hiring the private detective again to bring him back home, but Dad said it would be a waste of the man’s time. Even if they could force my brother to return home, the minute they turned their backs, he’d be gone again. He said Liam had to want to come back on his own.

Mom argued but she knew Dad was right. So, even though it broke her heart, she left my brother alone. She said if the notes stopped or, he didn’t see her within ten years, she was going to find him and talk with him, no matter what. Dad agreed that was fair enough.

I put word out on the streets the following day, I needed to know where he was for my own peace of mind. Even if I didn’t contact him; I would at least know how to in the case of an emergency. 

When my wife, Keegan, was pregnant with our first born - Natasha Elizabeth, I’d desperately wanted to tell him. I wanted him to know his niece and watch her grow up, be an important part of her life. To do what uncles did with their nieces and nephews. Despite all my efforts, he couldn’t be found and I’d learnt to deal with not knowing where he was. 

When Keegan fell pregnant again, my determination to find him surfaced again. I put word out in the neighborhood where I had a business as a Social Worker. I contacted questionable characters who seemed to know the ins and outs of the streets and begged for their help, convincing Mom and Dad, it would be better than re-hiring the private investigator who wasn’t familiar with the ’hood part of town.

I was well liked in the poorest parts of town because I did a lot to help those who felt trapped in dire situations; I gave people hope. So, when word got out I needed help to search for my brother, people from all over turned up on my doorstep. 

My partner, Jeremy and I were kept busy handing out photos and answering questions. It gave me hope we would find him, but days turned to weeks with nothing, not even a hint. Again, he’d eluded us. It was if he’d dropped off the planet. I’d even begun to fear he might be dead after remembering where he’d first lived.

Keegan and I welcomed Alexander Liam into our family with everyone but his Uncle Liam for whom he was named. It was breaking my heart.

Then, earlier this evening, exactly four years after Liam had left home, two days before his twenty-first birthday, Shady Fitzroy turned up at our office. I was in the process of locking up.

***

“Steve, I think I’ve found your brother. Got a minute to talk?”

Shady was one of the more questionable characters I’d ask to search for Liam. I knew he indulged in illegal activities but as long as they didn’t involve me, or anyone I looked after, I left him be. It was none of my business how he made his money. I unlocked the office and seconds later we were seated in the reception area. Every nerve in my body danced with excitement.

“Where?”

Shady leaned back in the chair and thrust Liam’s picture at me. “He don’t look much like that now.”

“I knew he wouldn’t. That was taken when he was barely seventeen, four years ago. It was the last one before he left.”

“His hair is jet black now and a bit longer. He’s around the same height as you and has got the body of a god. He’s a dancer and goes by the name – Lee.”

Lee – the name Mom always called him. “A dancer?” My hopes were dashed yet again. It couldn’t be him. My brother couldn’t dance to save his life. “How do you know it’s him?”

“I don’t for sure, but there’s no mistaking his eyes and the shape of his face. He wears a mask but you can see enough to know it’s him.”

“So, you’re telling me, you think it’s him because of his eyes and the shape of his face.”

“Not only that. He’s the image of your dad - Hamish.”

Tingles danced up and down my spine. Shady had known my dad from when they’d both lived here more than twenty years ago. Liam had resembled Dad all his life. 

“Where’s the club and what’s the name?”

“Central Downtown. The Velvet Post.”

“The Velvet Post? That’s a …...”

“Gay strip club,” Shady finished.

“He’s a stripper in a gay club in Nollet? How the fuck did he end up there?”

“Lee is the main attraction and fucking good. He must be making a fortune judging by the amount of money I saw being shoved into his G-string and thrown onto the stage last night. He does one show at 8pm dressed as a Devil and one at 11pm dressed as an Angel. The men go wild for him.”

I groaned. “How will I explain this to Mom? Fuck, how will I explain it to Dad?” I swallowed hard and locked my eyes on Shady. “Is he gay? Does he get paid to let other men fuck him?”

“Dunno, but being the betting man I am, I’d put my next pay packet on him batting for the other team. Straight men don’t dance for a club full of gay men. I knew you’d be concerned about him being a whore so I asked around. The dancers there don’t fuck the clientele but they do give private lap dances. Lee, however, doesn’t even do that. He makes plenty from dancing I reckon.”

I nodded. Liam being gay didn’t matter of course. Hell, Uncle Wade and Uncle Rafe were gay and we loved them dearly. I was privileged to have them as my Godfathers. Dad even had a weekend of gay sex with Uncle Wade before he met Mom. It taught him how to love, not only those around him but also himself. I was relieved to know my brother didn’t whore himself out. 

I would never have picked Liam for being gay when we were growing up. He was always in trouble for cornering girls and sneaking a kiss. A gay strip club was the last place I would have thought to look for him. I wondered if confusion about his sexual preference could have been the cause of his anger and moodiness. Was he having difficulty coming to terms with the fact he was gay? Didn’t he know he could talk to us; it would have made no difference to those of us who loved him? I was puzzled as to why he hadn’t discussed it with our uncles but I’d ask him about that once I saw him.

Deep in thought, I’d forgotten about Shady until he spoke. “What are you gonna do?”

“Eight is his first show?”

“Yep and believe me, you want to see it. Word on the street about him was right. His Angel is great but the Devil is fucking dynamite. Every cock in the place, including mine, was as hard as the pole he was dancing around. Your brother is so fucking sexy. Hell, I found myself wanting to be gay while I watched his cute ass and his huge package jiggling around.”

I growled at Shady’s words, stood and offered him a few bills from my wallet which he quickly accepted and spirited away into his pocket. “Thanks for the info. I’ll go tonight.”

I walked the man out and locked up again. I had just enough time to go home, change and make it to the club for the eight o’clock show. 

My heartbeat spiked at the thought that I was finally going to speak to my brother after more than three years of silence. 

***

My focus returned to my brother as he strutted to the edge of the stage. He wore knee length black boots and huge black wings rose from his back. A mask covered his eyes but even from where I stood, I could see they were the vivid green he’d been born with. There was no doubt this man was my brother. Red lights flashed around him and accentuated the fiery red of his sparkling G-string. He was taller than when I’d spoken to him three years ago and he’d filled out. His chest was broad, every muscle well defined. 

He lowered to the floor with his knees spread wide apart. Men pushed and shoved forward in an effort to jam cash into his G-string. No doubt even more eager for a feel of my brother’s obviously huge cock. His hips gyrated. His G-string bulged with cash.

He stood and danced back to the middle of the stage, leapt onto the pole and performed some astonishing tricks. The men’s initial groans of disappointment when he’d strutted away, turned to wolf whistling and catcalling as we all got a great view of his firm, naked ass.

The leaps and pirouettes he performed were equal to those performed by dancers in the New York ballet. I had to admit, Liam was both beautiful and talented. I felt proud of him and his performance. His wings opened and closed as he spun on the pole. Gyrating, legs up, legs down. When he hung upside down, his head near the floor and his legs in the splits along the pole; even I clapped enthusiastically. He was as supple as a piece of elastic. 

I wondered how he’d ended up in a place like this. Highbrow, yes, but still a strip club. When I’d last spoken to him he’d been training to become an Accountant. What had gone wrong? What had driven him to this? Was he really as happy as he’d told Mom in his notes?

 

 


Chapter One

The Past

LIAM

It had been seven months since I’d left home and my gut still burnt and twisted every time I thought about the family I’d lost. No….not lost, I’d thrown them away with my stupid, vindictive behavior. I’d conspired with a man who ended a baby’s life and almost the life of the woman my brother had fallen in love with. Not to mention, I’d almost cost my brother his life as well. What kind of person was I? How had I let jealousy eat away at me until I’d come to that point?

Foster, one of the boys who lived and hung out on the street, ambled up to me. “Hey, Liam. You working tonight?” 

I stubbed my cigarette out under my heel. Yep, I took up smoking not long after I left home. “Nope, got the night off. What are you doing?”

“We’re hitting Calibers.”

“Who?”

“Simon, Gavin and me. Join us?”

“Dunno, I don’t like Gavin. I don’t trust him.”

“Aaw, so he sells a few drugs. He’s harmless.”

“More than a few. It’s not a scene I wanna get involved in. Besides, I’m not even eighteen and he’s twenty-eight, older than my brother. Fuck, he’s a grown man.”

“What difference does that make?”

“A lot. He should be making an honest living, maybe married with kids. Instead, he’s shagging anything on two legs and dealing drugs. I know I’ve fallen but I’m not gonna fall that far. I’m working hard to put together a good life. I’ll give it a miss, but thanks.” I started to walk away.

“Your loss. I hear a few girls from Bellini’s will be there.”

I spun back to face Foster. “Bellini’s girls? You know those fucking chicks will spread their legs for anyone and it’s common knowledge they’re not clean. Be careful.”

“Yeah, whatever. You’re worse than my mother and fuck, I left home to get away from her and her fucking nagging.”

“Foster, you’re fourteen years old, stay away from them and Gavin. You’ll find yourself in more trouble than you can handle if you don’t.”

He flicked me the bird and swaggered off in the opposite direction. I strode to the front door of my apartment block. It was always open and half the time, hung from the hinges. The hall was filthy and reeked of alcohol, vomit, urine and shit. I had to deal with it; this place was all I could afford and after what I’d done, it’s what I deserved.

My apartment was on the third floor. The elevator was fucked and had been for eight years, so I’d been told. When I arrived home from the restaurant after working the late shift, it wasn’t unusual to find several bodies sprawled out drunk or drugged on the steps. It was early afternoon though and the stairs were clear for a change. I took them two at a time and reached the third floor with no effort at all. I guess six months of traipsing up and down had improved my fitness.

I unlocked my apartment, stepped inside and locked the door behind me. In this neighborhood you never knew what to expect. I threw my cigarettes, lighter and key on the kitchen bench and headed for the bedroom. My only furniture was an old wooden, second-hand bed and a small flat screen television. They were both in the bedroom.

After stripping off, I flopped onto the bed naked and flipped on the television. Somehow, I’d managed to get into cable and had taken to watching the porn channel. An afternoon jack-off was nothing unusual as I watched some chick on the screen being fucked or two men going at it. Men turned me on almost as much as women. Who was I kidding? Men turned me on a hell of a lot more than women.

A moan filled the room as the screen came to life. A blonde was being ass fucked and the dude was fucking huge. My cock stood to attention and I fondled the length. Jewels of pre-cum erupted from my slit and I used them as lube. While one hand toyed with my hardening dick, the other tortured my nipples. I liked a bit of pain, it turned me on and reminded me I was still alive.

The couple on screen were fucking hard and fast; the bedhead banged the wall. My cock pulsated in my hand but I needed more. I reached out, grabbed my vibe and after lubing it up, slid it into my ass. As soon as I flicked the switch, my entire body came to life. My cock danced around so much; my fucking hand had to chase it from one side of my belly to the other. More pre-cum appeared and my hand spread the thick, sticky liquid over my length.

The couple on screen was really going at it and I noticed he’d pushed a vibe into his own ass. My stomach contracted. My dick was so hard it would have rivaled petrified wood. The vibe was pressing against my prostate and it was all too much. I exploded. Pulsating jets of cum decorated my belly and chest. I quivered and shook. Every fucking orgasm was better than the one before. I glanced at the television in time to watch the two fuck buddies shatter and my dick hardened again. The next orgasm blew me away. Tears filled my eyes with the stimulation and jet after jet of warm cum shot onto my belly. When I was finally spent, I withdrew the vibe and fell into a deep sleep.

***

“For fuck sake, wait!” I yelled out while hopping around and trying to get a leg into my sweats. I was gonna pound whoever was at the door if they banged on it one more time. I glanced at my watch and saw it was six in the evening. I’d been asleep for almost four hours.

With sweats firmly in place, I hurried to the door and reached for the knob. The fucking thing didn’t move and I remembered it was locked. You’d think I’d know to grab the key first after being here for so long. I unlocked the door and flung it back with enough force that it hit the wall, bounced off and almost hit me on the rebound. The abuse I was ready to sling died in my throat. I felt my mouth drop open. Why the fuck was my brother at my door and how the fuck had he found me?

“Liam, close your mouth and invite me in.” Steve strode in and I closed the door as he stood in the center of my living room, taking in the bareness of the apartment. “I love what you’ve done with the place, you must give me the number of your decorator.”

I finally found my voice. “Always the smart ass. What the fuck do you want?”

“I want to talk, like we should have months ago.”

“Got nothing to talk about.”

“Very well. Sit your ass on the floor.” Steve glanced around the small space. “It appears there’s nowhere else to sit. I’ll talk. You’ll listen.” 

“You’re wasting your time. I wanna be left alone.”

“Yeah, we kinda figured that out when we didn’t hear a word from you. It’s breaking Mom’s heart. Hear me out and if you still want to be left alone, I’ll honor your wishes.” Steve plonked himself on the filthy, partially rotten boards, which did a piss poor job of imitating a floor.

I sighed and gave in. One thing I knew about my brother - when he set his mind to something, there was no changing it. I sat down opposite and crossed my long legs. “Do you want a water or a beer?”

“Drinking, Liam? How do you manage to get alcohol, you’re underage? On second thoughts, don’t answer that, I don’t want to know. No, nothing for me, thank you.”

“What do you want to say?”

“Mom and Dad were devastated when they read your note after you left. They’ve been searching for you for months. Dad hired a private investigator and we got the news the day before yesterday that he’d found you.”

“Humph, I notice they didn’t come.”

“They asked me to. They seemed to think if you see I’ve forgiven you for what happened, you’ll forgive them and come home.”

“Not happening. Fuck, you could have been fucking killed and Keegan lost her fucking baby and almost her own life because of me. You might forgive me but I’ll never forgive myself.”

Steve reached out and placed his hand on my arm. I flinched and moved away. 

“It’s in the past, Liam. Keegan and I are getting married and we need to move on. I knew you were feeling jealous – for want of a better word - of me. I knew you were angry and felt like Mom and Dad favored me. I didn’t take the opportunity to speak to any of you about it. I dismissed it as normal childhood behavior. When I look back, I can see Mom and Dad treated me like I was special and I’m so sorry I didn’t realize it at the time and say something. Now I’m out of home, things will be different. I’ve discussed with Mom and Dad how you must have been feeling and they realize now, they didn’t give you the time and attention you needed…that you had every right to expect.”

“It was always about you, Steve. How you’d risen from the gutter and could achieve anything you put your mind to. Mom always saying how much she loved you because you chose her to be your mother. You were her special son. Dad saying he was so proud of you. How you were never any trouble, unlike me. I wanted their love. I wanted to be special too. No matter what I did, I wasn’t good enough. I wasn’t you.” Tears dripped from my eyes and when I glanced at my brother, he was crying too.  

“I’m so very sorry. I didn’t know you felt so bad. I didn’t know how much you were hurting.”

“I was hurting, Steve and I wanted you to hurt too. I’m sorry for how it all turned out.”

“Will you forgive us? Will you come back with me, let us make it up to you?”

I swallowed hard. More than anything, I wanted to go home, but I couldn’t. Not yet. Maybe not ever. “No, I won’t come home. I have a job here waiting tables. Mrs. Chin, who owns the restaurant, is a Certified Accountant and she’s helping me to get my degree. She said I’m very clever with numbers and would make an excellent Accountant. She’s the first person who has told me I’m smart. I love the numbers, the theory and practice behind accountancy. She’s paying for me to go to college four hours a day, four days a week and I work in the restaurant at night. She pays me enough to cover my rent and a few items, the rest goes toward college and books.”

“I don’t know what to say. Mom and Dad would pay for you to go to college in Paxton. They would be so proud of you.”

“It’s too late, Steve. They weren’t there when I needed them the most. I won’t turn my back on Mrs. Chin, she’s done so much for me.”

Steve nodded. I thought….. hoped, he might understand. 

“Word on the street is, you ride a bike?”

“I do. Mrs. Chin’s only son died a few years back from some disease. She knew I walked from here to the restaurant, which is five miles away and offered me his bike which had been sitting in their garage. Something else I owe her for. Tell Mom and Dad, I do love them and maybe one day, I’ll visit. For now, I want and need to be left alone.”

“Can we send you money, buy you furniture?” Steve waved his arm around my empty apartment.

“No, Steve. Please, leave me alone.”

Steve stood and offered his hand which I accepted. He pulled me to my feet and into a bear hug. When I pulled away, I noted the fresh tears in his eyes.

“Can I visit now and again or call you?”

I shake my head, no. 

“Will you call Mom and Dad to let them know you’re okay? Once a week, please? Mom is devastated.”

I sighed and dragged fingers through my hair. “Once a month I’ll send a note, that’s it.”

“Thank you.”

Steve hugged me again and I showed him out. After he’d gone, I locked the door, slid down the wall to the floor, buried my head in my hands and sobbed my heart out. I knew I’d done the right thing but it still hurt like hell. One day, I would go back and see my family, but when I was ready, not when they were. 

 

 


Chapter Two

After Steve left and I’d cried myself dry, I headed for the shower. I still had dried cum on my belly and I was embarrassed to think my brother might have noticed it. When I reached the bathroom, I glanced in the mirror as I slid the sweats down my legs. I looked like something the cat had dragged in and felt like it too. I’d spent months pushing what I’d done into the dark recesses of my mind and now, seeing Steve, had brought every minute detail to the forefront. 

I flipped the faucet on and stepped under the piss poor excuse for a shower. The water was barely above a trickle and only just off cold. As I washed, I wondered about what I should do. I knew if I stayed here it would only be a matter of time before Mom and Dad turned up on my doorstep and demanded I return home. It was disappointing, I was finally headed in the right direction. Why couldn’t they have just let me go, forgotten about me?

I turned off the faucet and stepped out, grabbed a towel and dried myself off. I didn’t bother with the sweats on the floor. Instead, I padded through to the bedroom and grabbed a clean pair from an old set of drawers which was barely holding together. I didn’t bother with underwear. A t-shirt was next, followed by a pair of running shoes. I was all set to head out to find something to eat. Nope, I didn’t cook – couldn’t, actually. I’d usually pick up something from one of the dozens of takeaway shops or, on the nights I worked, I’d bring home some of the leftovers. Most of the time I ate healthy, but now and again, I indulged in junk food.

I grabbed my keys and wallet from the table, before heading out onto the street. Tonight, it would be Allamars for Turkish. Something spicy, maybe.

***

It wasn’t quite seven in the evening and drunken bodies were already scattered on the steps of the apartment building in various states of unconsciousness. I had no idea who any of them were. I generally kept to myself. The only reason I knew Foster was because I’d found him badly beaten up one night. It was also the same night I’d met Simon and Gavin. Simon was hovering over the kid as he lay in the gutter unconscious and Gavin was picking Foster’s pockets – he quickly found out there was nothing to be picked. I’d managed to talk them out of doing anything they’d regret and had carried Foster back upstairs to my apartment where I’d taken care of him for the next few days. Unfortunately, I hadn’t been able to talk him into going home or staying with me and he’d headed back onto the streets. Somehow, he’d fallen in with Simon and Gavin and I worried about what they’d get him involved in. Ha! Me, a murderer, worrying about what someone else might be pulled into. Maybe caring about someone else was my way of seeking redemption.

I picked my way over the bodies to find more sprawled in the lobby. I thanked God every night that Mrs. Chin had taken me under her wing, I had no doubt I would have been one of those bodies if it hadn’t been for her guidance. She was a tiny slip of a woman, originally from Taiwan. I’d been living in an alcove at the back of the restaurant for four days when she’d found me. I’d chosen the space because it was well hidden from the street and I’d quickly found out, to my relief, that nobody bothered with it. Mrs. Chin had been putting the trash out when she’d noticed me and approached. I was cold, tired, hungry and soaked through from recent rain. I’d almost admitted to myself, I was scared and was on the verge of heading home to beg for my parent’s forgiveness. Almost.

Mrs. Chin had ‘ordered’ me to my feet and marched me inside. I’d dropped my wet duffel bag on the floor in the kitchen, not wanting it to drip all over the place. The tiny woman had immediately snatched it up and ordered me to follow her. I quickly discovered, she liked to give orders. She threw my duffel onto the floor of what looked like a laundry room and led me upstairs. 

“This is where we live. I’ll show you to the shower. You’re about the same size as my husband – Jiāháo so, I’ll get you some clean, dry clothes.”

The woman spoke remarkably good English and I later found out, she’d come here as a child and had been educated in our system. Her husband, a kindly man much older than her, had come as an adult and spoke very few words in our language. 

I’d showered and been ordered to take a seat at their small wooden table. I’d eaten more food that night than I’d thought myself capable of. The soft bed in the guest room had allowed me to get the best night’s sleep I’d had in days.

Over the next few days, I’d helped in the restaurant by waiting tables. I’d found I really enjoyed it and when Mrs. Chin offered me a job which included medical, I jumped at the offer. When we weren’t working, Mrs. Chin and I spent hours talking. I discovered I could tell her anything and before long, I’d told her about what had happened. She tried to get me to go home, or at the very least, to contact my parents, but I refused. I didn’t deserve to live in their beautiful home with the beach at their back door. To have all the niceties of life handed to me. I deserved to suffer and battle to make a new life for myself. I needed to prove to myself, I wasn’t as evil as I believed.

On the days I wasn’t working but Mrs. Chin was, I combed the area for an apartment I could afford. There wasn’t much on offer and I eventually signed on the best of a really bad lot. Mrs. Chin had disapproved when I’d told her I was moving out ten days after she’d ordered me into her home. I’d explained, I needed to be on my own and if it broke me, it was only what I deserved. Reluctantly, she’d let me go after making me promise I’d return if things got too hard. I’d made the promise but it was one I’d had no intention of keeping. 

A few weeks later, I’d made us both a coffee – the limit of my culinary abilities - and sat down to join her at a small table in a corner of the large commercial kitchen. She was busy with the accounts and frustrated that she’d become stuck. Leaning over her shoulder, I peered at the figures and quickly pointed out where the problem was. After that, Mrs. Chin had insisted I come into work an hour early every day and work on the books with her. Two months ago, she’d secretly enrolled me in community college in an Accountancy course. I had argued, begged and pleaded for her to allow me to pay her back from my pay each week but she’d staunchly refused. In the end, I’d accepted her generous offer and decided the best way to repay her kindness was to get the best grades possible. So far, I’d proven myself to be a consistent honors student and I knew she took great pride in bragging about it to her friends.

***

I pushed through the door to the outside and into the warm evening air. It was permeated with a mixture of cooking smells from local restaurants and street vendors and washed over me. The warm weather always brought people out and the walkways were busy. Allamars was less than a block from my apartment and I managed to thread my way through the crowds to reach the place in a few minutes. My mouth watered when I stepped inside to be bombarded by the scents of a myriad of Turkish spices. I waited patiently in line until it was my turn to step up to the ordering counter.

“Liam, how are you?” the owner, Mr. Adivar asked. 

“I’m good, Mr. Adivar. You?”

He sighed and frowned at me slightly. Every time I came in he asked that I call him, Nadip and every time, I explained I was raised to treat my elders with respect which meant I referred to him by his formal name. Tonight, he didn’t bother to chastise me.

“I’m very well. Bahri was accepted into college to study Medicine.”

Bahri was his beloved grandson, the son of his only daughter. It was obvious the man was extremely proud.

“Congratulations. From what you have told me, he’ll make a fine doctor.”

“And, you? How is college for you?”

“I’m doing well. It helps that I love the course, too.”

Mr. Adivar nodded and as there were other people waiting, I moved away from our small talk.

“I’ll have the Iskender Chicken, with yoghurt and pita bread, please.”

My order was ready in a matter of moments and after farewelling the gentleman, I headed back onto the street. The bag with my order swung slightly in my left hand.
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