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        “I write to escape.

        If I want reality, I’ll step out the front door.”

      

        

      
        —Robin Knight

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Ethan

      

      

      

      
        
        The funniest, kindest, most hopeless romantic there ever was.

        I hope it makes you smile.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      THE CHOCOLATE WORKS

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        ROBIN KNIGHT

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Robin Knight]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Chocolate, like the tender and tangled entwine of two lovers, must be many things—

      It must be sweet and delicate, yet knowing of the power— and sometimes the balance— that its own darkness and bitterness can bring.

      It must grant us the illusion, if only for a moment, that we are made wealthy by its richness, wicked by its decadence, and forgiven of all our sins in its utter purity.

      It must be solid and firm, yet versatile enough to soften its edges and melt with grace when the moment is right.

      It must bring comfort in hard times, abundance in lean times, and happiness in lonely times.

      It must be made with hands that are strong yet gentle with their touch, watched over by eyes that are observant and careful in their measurement, and created by souls that have known and will never forget a need that must be fulfilled.

      But most important of all— chocolate must be made with love.

      For chocolate is love.

      And love conquers all.

      These are the things I learned from Levi Jones, a man as reckless and wild as he was passionate and kind; a man whose creative genius was matched only by his mystery; a man who added the dash of hope, the dollop of love and the sprinkling of surprises that would change my life forever.
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      It had always been my firm belief that if you drill down the billions of personalities that exist on this planet, you would be left with two types of people: those who live their lives in a perfectly ordered and functional manner… and those who don’t.

      I always believed that structure and symmetry made the world tick, or at least they made me tick.

      When I tied my shoes, I made sure the end of each lace was exactly the same length.

      When I put money in my wallet, I placed the bills in numerical order, all facing the same way. In neatness I trusted.

      When I ate, I consumed my food in order of net value by the pound— for example, peas and carrots first, meat last… and yes, hamburgers and tacos were always deconstructed to achieve this.

      My coat hangers were all white.

      My socks were all black.

      My CDs were categorized by genre then alphabetized by artist within each genre.

      My spice rack was based on an algorithm so complex and precise it would take the ghost of Stephen Hawking and a team of Russian hackers to crack that code.

      Never in a million years did I dream that one day all that would change.

      In fact, if you had told me on that fateful Monday morning that I was about to uproot my life and leave Chicago for a town in New Mexico with fewer inhabitants than an Arctic icebreaker heading north for winter, I would have laughed nervously, straightened my tie, then promptly returned to work.

      But if I’ve learned one thing since the day that I stepped off the bus in Los Encantados, it’s that destiny has absolutely no intention of relinquishing control and handing the reins over to us mere mortals.

      Indeed, whatever plans we think we may have in place— whatever future we have mapped out for ourselves— it’s a sure bet that the universe has other ideas in mind.

      When I left my four-story apartment building that morning, I barely noticed the construction trucks cordoning off the block while workers with surveying equipment set up outside. I put it down to the usual clutter of the city, yet another addition to the endless parade of cars, cranes, cabs and commuters that I would choose to ignore. Chicago was like a huge clock made of countless cogs and spinning wheels, all of them whirring and whizzing keeping the gears in motion, none questioning the purpose or presence of the other. It wasn’t my business to stop and ask questions. It was my job to get to my job, not to stop and stick my nose into someone else’s tasks.

      I arrived at work that day, as I always did, at precisely 7:58 a.m. As always, my out-tray had been emptied and all jobs dispatched from the previous workday, no matter how late that was sometimes. As always, my in-tray sat in anticipation of another day’s pile of paperwork, its sole reason for being to be purged of its contents as swiftly as possible.

      Beside my computer, between my mouse pad and my in-tray, were my perfectly aligned tools of the trade: black pen, red pen, calculator, pencil, eraser, stapler, Post-its Notes, a back-up calculator in case the battery in the first one went flat, batteries in case the back-up calculator went flat, and of course my trusty box of paperclips. Let’s face it, nobody can ever be organized without a box of paperclips.

      They were simple instruments, yet each had their role to play in a job that required the utmost precision and care.

      You see, before my life was turned unexpectedly upside down, I worked as a cross-checker for a corporate risk management firm. It was my job to be as thorough as possible in undertaking the due diligence required for our clients as they embarked on new business ventures, corporate acquisitions, expansions and takeovers. It was my job to make certain there were never any errors, inaccuracies or typos in any documents we produced and published for our clients. To say my work was thrilling was an understatement. I loved every second of it and I was, in my humble opinion, brilliant at it. I prided myself in never once having made a mistake in auditing, profiling and revising every word and every number on every contract, prospectus and dossier that passed across my desk from in-tray to out-tray. For that was precisely the task that was expected of me.

      I was a details man.

      I was the fine-tuner of facts.

      I was the provider of perfection.

      The company I worked for, Remington Risk Assessments, was the largest risk management firm in Chicago. It was a tightly run ship with no tolerance for complacency and no leniency for error whatsoever. Numbers, equations, efficiency on every scale… these were held in the highest regard and adhered to always.

      Needless to say, we the employees of Remington Risk Assessments were not only unfamiliar with having a ‘curveball’ thrown our way… we could barely fathom the meaning of the phrase.

      That is until the day I received the call from the lawyer.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Can you please say that again?”

      I heard the sigh down the line. It was understandable, this was the third time I’d asked the lawyer to repeat himself. It was 10:03 a.m. and I was sitting at my desk. I had been making excellent time for a Monday morning and diligently crossing jobs off my To-Do list until I picked up that call.

      “I said, your uncle has passed away and left you a premises in New Mexico. Your name’s Henry Downing, right?”

      “No, my name’s Henry Dawson.”

      “My apologies, that’s what I meant. That’s what it says here. Henry Dawson. Like I said, your Uncle Lester has died and left you his place in New Mexico. I need you to sign some paperwork at your earliest convenience. Today if possible. I can email it to you this morning if you have time.”

      “But I don’t have an Uncle Lester,” I told him.

      “He said you’d say that. In fact, it says right here in his will, ‘To Henry Dawson I leave the property in Los Encantados, although he probably has no idea who I even am… or where Los Encantados is. Nevertheless, I wish him all the best.’ Evidently the two of you were very distant relatives… loosely speaking. Did you know a Mary Dawson?”

      “That was my mother.”

      He paused a moment and I could hear him drawing on a cigarette. “Well, your mother had a cousin, Georgina Bartlett.”

      “I think I remember her, or at least I think I remember my mother mentioning about her. Once.”

      “Well Georgina’s second husband was a man named Paul Hodge.”

      “You’ve completely lost me there.”

      “And Paul’s brother was Lester Hodge. Who technically isn’t really your uncle at all. But before his death Lester Hodge conducted a genealogy search to find out if he had any remaining family at all to pass his estate to. And all he found… was you.”

      “Are you telling me a man I never even knew is bequeathing me his home? In… where did you say it was again?”

      “Los Encantados. It’s a small town in New Mexico. And no, it wasn’t exactly his home. He never actually lived there. Truth is he won it in a game of poker. Apparently, he never actually visited the place himself. Mr. Hodge was a permanent resident in a small hotel here in Las Vegas till the day he died. He just collected the rent from the Los Encantados property, which wasn’t much, and spent it on bills and poker…”

      “How sad.”

      “… and hookers.”

      “Oh… well, I suppose he found something that made him happy,” I offered somewhat awkwardly.

      “That and birds.”

      “Birds?” The conversation was getting more confusing by the minute.

      “According to the company that handled the cleanout of the estate, your uncle possessed a number of books on bird watching when they were clearing out all his stuff. I’ve heard that’s very soothing.”

      “What? Clearing out dead people’s stuff?”

      “No, bird watching. I hear it’s very soothing. I suppose now he has wings of his own, huh. Are you a religious man, Mr. Dawson?”

      “God, no.”

      “Me neither. My wife is. She wants a big funeral with a gold casket. As for me, a pine box will do just fine. If I’m the one in it, what do I care?”

      “Oh my God, do I need to attend Uncle Lester’s funeral?” I suddenly thought aloud. “Do I need to pay my respects?”

      “Too late for that. Mr. Hodge was cremated last Thursday. He asked for his ashes to be scattered in the desert. I can arrange for the remains to be sent to you if you would like to fulfill his last wishes.”

      “Oh Lord, no. Is there anybody else who can do that?”

      “Not really. Like I said, you’re his last remaining family. Of course, you’re not legally bound to scatter the ashes. It’s a nice-to-do but not a have-to-do, if you catch my drift. We can ask the funeral home to empty them down the sink if it’s more convenient for you.”

      “No! Please don’t do that.”

      “Very well. I’ll make the appropriate arrangements. I’ll also send you the rest of the paperwork this morning via email. As I said before, if you could sign the necessary documents and email them back this morning, that would be greatly appreciated. This is a relatively simple execution of a will. I’d like to close this job number as soon as possible if it’s all the same to you. I’ve got a golf game with my brother-in-law at twelve-thirty.”

      “Of course,” I said. My mind was spinning, my eyes were blinking erratically as though trying to process this unexpected news, yet as a person who prided himself on being organized I could appreciate the need for the lawyer to cross this job off his To-Do list.

      Almost as soon as I hung up the phone an email appeared in my computer’s inbox from Leo Carmichael, Attorney at Law. There were several attachments which I opened and scanned quickly, including a copy of Lester Hodge’s Last Will and Testament, the paperwork from the genealogy firm proving my lineage to Uncle Lester, and the deed to a property in the tiny town of Los Encantados which, from what I could make of the blueprint, seemed to be some kind of commercial premises with a residential addition built upstairs in the small building. There was no other information on the deed apart from essential plumbing and electricity connections, rough specifications of the structure, and the title Lot 33, Main Street, Los Encantados, New Mexico.

      It was all extremely surreal.

      My thoughts were scattered, I couldn’t think.

      The phone call, the strange and unexpected news, the entire conversation I’d just had were my very definition of chaos.

      This was like the tissue that refuses to follow the leader out of the box and insists on playing hard to get while your fingers rummage about scraping the bottom of the box trying to find it… only worse.

      This was like the box of paperclips that gets knocked to the floor, with every last paperclip needing to be plucked from the fibers of the carpet without getting bent out of shape… only worse.

      This was like the coins that slip out of your pocket and into the dusty crack of doom between the torn vinyl passenger seat and backrest of a smelly old cab with the journey’s end mere seconds away… only worse!

      I felt my anxiety rise.

      I felt my chest tighten.

      I had to get some air.

      I had to get away from my desk and my computer and try to process what had just happened… and what to do about it.

      I did something I almost never do and took a break from work, hurrying from my work cubicle and taking the elevator all the way to the ground floor.

      Two or three late comers were filing into the building while I pushed my way out through the revolving doors and onto the sidewalk. I tried to shut out the commotion of the city— the cars with their horns blaring, the buses roaring by, the people rushing and pushing past one another in their business suits and designer labels. I took a sharp breath of brisk city air and tried to snap my thoughts into gear.

      Inheriting a property… on the other side of the country… in a state I had never been to and had never in my life intended to visit… that was left to me by a man that I didn’t even know existed.

      That was not your average start to the week.

      No, what had just happened was not normal.

      It was an anomaly.

      Yes, it may well have been a generous gesture from someone who considered me family… yet it was a distinct hindrance to my ordered existence.

      I needed to deal with it in the most logical way possible… by forgetting it ever happened.

      I decided I would sign the paperwork, send it back to Leo Carmichael, Attorney at Law, and arrange to collect the rent— week in, week out— from the tenant in Los Encantados just as Uncle Lester had done. Perhaps one day it might be enough to take that trip to Michigan I had always promised myself, or purchase one of those robotic vacuum cleaners that keeps your apartment pristine while you sleep, or perhaps just stock up on some new white hangers and black socks.

      Yes, I would go about my day, my week, my life, as though none of this had even happened… as soon as I signed that paperwork.

      I hurried back into the building, intent on crossing this unforeseen task off my list as quickly as possible. I was desperate to return to my normal Monday morning of audits and emails.

      The lobby had by this stage almost emptied completely. Everyone was no doubt at their desks, hard at work. As I said, this company was a tightly run ship with no tolerance for complacency and no leniency for error whatsoever.

      Apparently the same couldn’t be said for Mr. Remington’s personal express elevator that led directly to his palatial office on the top floor of the building— an office I had never seen nor had any intention of ever seeing. The thought of being summoned to that office— to be reprimanded or rewarded— terrified me. I never dreamed of being promoted up through the ranks of the corporation, those ambitions were for people much bolder and braver than me. Nor did I ever think I would be called to that office to be fired, I prided myself on my competence and commitment to my job far too much to ever let that happen. No, I was not interested in going up or down this corporate ladder. I was very happy in my cubicle where my workload passed from in-tray to out-tray with routine efficiency. A visit to Mr. Remington’s office was something I would never wish for. Just being in the same room as him or spotting him striding across the lobby on the odd occasion was terrifying enough.

      So when the elevator doors pinged open and I stepped inside all by myself, you can only imagine how ill I suddenly felt when none other than Mr. Remington himself jumped on board the elevator with me just before the doors had a chance to slide shut.

      He was tall and handsome and his immaculate designer suit dripped elegance and class. He managed to give me a nod and a suave smile as he swiped his personal keycard on the elevator panel and pressed the button for the top floor.

      “Damn express elevator’s out of order,” he said by way of explanation as the doors closed and the elevator began to ascend.

      “Oh, that’s a shame,” I mumbled stupidly. I was having trouble enough trying to swallow my sick, let alone respond with an intelligent remark.

      “You’re Jameson, right?” he said. Oh God, was he really trying to make conversation? “Ben Jameson from the eleventh floor, right?”

      “Actually, it’s Dawson, sir,” I corrected meekly. “Henry Dawson. From the ninth floor.” As if I needed to verify my floor status, I pointed with a trembling finger to the illuminated number 9 button I’d pressed on the elevator panel when I boarded the elevator. Like an idiot.

      “Of course,” he replied, snapping his fingers but not at all apologetic or embarrassed by his mistake. I imagined people like Mr. Remington were never apologetic or embarrassed for any reason at all. “You’re the one who sends out the monthly count email, right?”

      This time he was correct, it was indeed my role to send a broadcast email of our monthly revenue figure— what Mr. Remington liked to call, ‘the count’— to the company’s shareholders, board of directors and every last one of our thousand-strong employee base. Ever since I had been working at the firm, the count had increased month-on-month, and calculating the revenue figures and sending out the email was something I did with immense satisfaction, knowing how well-received that email would be as long as our revenue continued to soar.

      I nodded, “Yes sir, that’s right. It’s on my list to do this morning as a matter-of-fact.”

      “Excellent. Send it sooner rather than later, would you? I always get a kick out of seeing the count.”

      Oh dear. That job was fourth on my list. I’d have to bump it up to top spot now and move several other tasks around. I’d have to cross out and re-order jobs. I’d have to make a whole new list otherwise something would get missed. “Yes, sir,” I said as I tried to pull together my scattered thoughts. “Consider it done.”

      Thankfully, the elevator slowed to arrive at the ninth floor and the doors opened.

      Mr. Remington gave an approving wink and said, “Good job, Jameson. I’m glad we had this chat.”

      As I exited the elevator, he slapped me on the back so hard I stumbled out the doors.

      I caught myself before falling to the floor and the elevators doors closed behind me.

      I let out a dizzying sigh of relief and hurried as quickly as I could back to my cubicle.

      Waiting for me on my computer screen were the attachments from Leo Carmichael. I hit the print button, determined to get that strange and surreal inheritance nonsense over and done with. My printer began to churn out the pages of the legal documents as I quickly opened up several other files and spreadsheets and began collating this month’s count.

      The figures were good.

      Even more impressive than usual.

      In fact, after a quick double check against past numbers, it was the biggest ever increase in the firm’s history.

      Mr. Remington would be very happy indeed.

      I quickly tapped out the broadcast email to the shareholders, directors and my fellow employees.

      I hit Send then grabbed the legal documents from Leo Carmichael off my printer.

      Hastily I began reading through the fine print and signing page after page where indicated.

      That’s when I heard the gentle knock on my cubicle wall.

      I looked up to see Irene Brubaker, Mr. Remington’s personal assistant standing by my cubicle, biting her bottom lip with dread.

      “Irene… hi…” I said, confused by her presence and slightly panicked. Irene didn’t make cubicle calls just for a polite hello and a chat. She wasn’t the type to stop by for a coffee. If Irene came to visit, something was either very bad or very good.

      Had Mr. Remington seen the count already?

      Was he thrilled at the numbers?

      Did he want to thank me in person for collating them? Oh God no, please no. Just an email of gratitude would more than suffice.

      “Hi Harold.”

      “It’s Henry.”

      “Hi Henry. Have you got a minute? Mr. Remington would like to see you in his office.”

      His office? God no, not his office!

      I gulped. “Sure,” I managed to utter, trying my hardest not to squeak like a mouse when I said it.

      I followed Irene to the elevators and stepped aboard as she swiped her keycard on the panel and pressed the button for the top floor.

      The ride upward lasted no more than a few seconds, but it felt like I aged an eternity in those awful, anxiety-fueled moments. When the elevator slowed, I became short of breath and felt overcome with a strange sort of vertigo, uncertain of whether I was suffering from altitude sickness or just a good old panic attack.

      Irene led me from the elevator into what appeared to be more like an expansive private apartment than an office. We made our way down a corridor lined with plush red carpet. We walked past a luxurious lounge room with a gold fountain in the middle of it, then passed what looked like a smoking room with high-back leather chairs and a billiard table. There was a bedroom on the left then a galley kitchen on the right with staff preparing muffins and morning tea.

      Finally, we arrived at a pair of large mahogany double doors which Irene pushed open, presenting the stateliest office space anyone could possibly imagine. On one side of the vast office was a long oval meeting table with no less than thirty chairs around it, on the other side was a sweeping lounge suite with a fully-stocked bar, while the floor-to-ceiling glass on all sides revealed the most breathtaking views of the Chicago skyline. And there at the far end of the room was a magnificent, gleaming mahogany desk with nothing on its surface but an open laptop computer.

      Sitting in front of the computer was Mr. Remington.

      He looked up at me as I entered the room.

      He did not smile like he did in the elevator.

      I gulped and my throat clicked loudly.

      I hoped perhaps he had gotten me mixed up with Jameson again. Or Everett or Ridley or anyone for that matter. But evidently, I was hoping in vain.

      “Dobson,” he said in a firm voice.

      “Actually, sir… It’s Dawson.”

      “That’s what I said. Please… come. Sit down. There’s something I want to show you.”

      As Irene exited and closed the doors behind her, I nervously stepped forward and sat opposite Mr. Remington at his desk. My chair seemed lower than his, or perhaps it was the large desk that seemed to eclipse me. Either way I felt small. Very, very small.

      “Is everything all right, Mr. Remington?” I muttered fearfully. “Are you happy with this month’s count?”

      “The count I’m happy with, yes indeed. Your email to the shareholders and board of directors… not so much.” He leaned forward, a quizzical look on his face. “Tell me, Dunning, do you consider yourself an employee who fulfills his tasks with the utmost care?”

      “Actually, it’s not Dunning. It’s—”

      “Just answer the question.”

      “Yes, Mr. Remington. I certainly do.”

      “And would you agree that Remington Risk Assessments is a business with absolutely no tolerance for complacency or leniency for error whatsoever.”

      “Yes, Mr. Remington. I certainly do,” I repeated in a quivering voice.

      “Then explain to me how it’s conceivably possible that you can send out a broadcast email to everyone in this firm with the headline ‘The corporation is proud to reveal its biggest count ever’… beside which is a photo of me?”

      I was confused. “Is there something wrong with that, sir?”

      Mr. Remington spun his laptop around from me to see the email. “You left the ‘o’ out of ‘count’.”

      “O?” I asked, trying to figure out the misspelling in my head before realizing, “Oh! Oh, dear God!”

      “Dear God won’t help you recover from a mistake like this, Derwent.”

      Inside me I felt my heart take the express elevator all the way down while my stomach was about to take the express elevator all the way up. My shoulders lurched forward and for a second I thought I was about to throw up all over Mr. Remington’s desk, but I swallowed it back with a sickening gulp at the last second and blurted, “Mr. Remington, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I was somewhat… distracted this morning. God, I’m so, so, so sorry. Perhaps it can be recalled. I’ll contact I.T. right away.”

      I jumped up from the chair to make my getaway, hoping the I.T. excuse would appear proactive rather than me fleeing in fear. It didn’t wash.

      “Unfortunately, the damage is done,” Mr. Remington boomed behind me. “And so are you.”

      I froze in my tracks, then slowly turned to see Mr. Remington give me one last damning glare.

      I’ve never done anything brave in my life. It’s a fact. Sure, I’ve had the opportunity. Certainly, I’ve fantasized about what I could have and should have done and said whenever a moment of courage presented itself. But the truth is, I’ve let each and every one of those chances pass me by. I’ll say it again— I’ve never, ever done anything brave in my life. And while standing there in Mr. Remington’s office was the perfect opportunity to argue my case— to point out that it was one simple error that in no way reflected my perfect track record of almost a decade with the company— the unfortunate fact remains that all I could do was stand there like a rabbit in the headlights and let him shout at me—

      “You’re fired!”

      I stood frozen still, so much so that he had to say it again, even louder this time.

      “Did you hear me, you imbecile? I said you’re fired! Get out of my sight and pack up your desk immediately. Security will see you out the door. Surrender your access card and give Irene the password to your computer. Leave all your files and paperwork, take only what personal belongings you have. I’ll expect you gone in five minutes.”

      On cue, the doors to his office opened and Irene appeared, flanked by two large security guards.

      “But…”

      “I said goodbye, Mr. Darcy! Now get the fuck out of my sight!”
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      My jacket and the legal documents from Leo Carmichael were the only things considered to be personal belongings, according to security. They didn’t even let me use a paperclip to fasten the printouts together.

      “Company property,” one of the guards told me as he snatched the paperclip out of my shaking hand.

      I was fighting back emotions I was not at all familiar with: shame, regret, fear of the uncertain future ahead of me. As I was marched out of the office with the eyes of all my fellow employees on me, those terrible feelings were heightened to the point I thought I might actually faint. But the guards on either side of me kept me propped up as they escorted me into the elevator, out through the lobby and onto the sidewalk where the revolving door spat me out like a stray cat.

      With my jacket in one hand and my handful of print-outs in the other, I quickly turned away from the building in which I had worked for the better part of ten years and hastened away before the tears of shock had time to form.

      I hailed a cab instead of taking the L-train, wanting to get home to my apartment as quickly as I could with as little human contact possible. I gave the cab driver my address from the back seat and ignored him when he asked how I was. I doubted very much he wanted to hear the truth and silence was easier than faking a polite response.

      I had intended to race into my apartment, close the door, lock out the world and try to deal with my tumultuous morning with a box of tissues and a quart of ice cream.

      But as we pulled up at the end of the cordoned-off block to my apartment building, things somehow managed to go from bad to worse.

      A crowd had gathered, and a police officer stopped the cab at a barricade that was blocking access to the entire street. Quickly I paid the driver and opened the cab door.

      “What’s going on?” I asked the officer as thoughts of a disaster unfolding filled my head. God, was it even safe to be getting out of the cab? I held the door open with one foot still inside the vehicle in case I needed to dive back in.

      “Sir, do you live on this street?” asked the officer.

      “Yes, I do. It’s the four-story building just over there.”

      The police officer grimaced as if bad news was coming… which it was. “Sir, I’m afraid an engineering inspection this morning has deemed your building unlivable and somewhat dangerous.”

      “Unlivable? Since when?”

      “Since about 2011.”

      “But I’ve been living there since 2010. Are you telling me I’ve been living in an unlivable building for almost a decade?”

      “It would appear so, sir. Now if you could just step aside for a moment, a representative from the engineering company will come to speak with you about—”

      “But what about my things? My entire world is inside that building. Can’t I go in and get my things?”

      “Sir, the entire street has been evacuated for the safety of all its residents. There’s no access whatsoever.”

      I felt panic swell in my chest. I felt the tide of anxiety rising faster than I could stop it. “Well when can I get back inside? I need to get my things. I need my things.”

      “Apparently the engineering experts are organizing a team of professionals to box up everyone’s belongings this morning and take them to a storage unit for you.”

      “Box up my things? They can’t box up my things, they’ll get everything wrong. They’ll mess things up, they’ll lose things, they can’t just pack up my things. They’re my things. That’s my home in there.”

      “Sir, I’m sorry to tell you this but… you no longer have a home.”

      Despite the numbness that overwhelmed me at the moment, I still managed to feel the tug at my elbow. I turned to see and man in a suit asking, “Are you a resident here?”

      I nodded slowly in something of a trance.

      “I’m a representative of Geobond Engineering, we’ll be overseeing the demolition of your building. I have a car waiting. If you’d like to step this way, please.”

      All I could utter was, “Demolition?”
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      That morning when I woke, I had a home, a job, a happy life that ticked along like clockwork. A few hours later I found myself sitting in the waiting room of Geobond Engineering’s head office located in an industrial estate on the outskirts of town. The room was stark and white but for a few plastic chairs and a poster tacked to the wall featuring a winking bulldog in a hardhat and a caption that read Safety First… Or Today Could Be Your Last.

      I was alone in the waiting room. I sat there with my jacket over my lap and the bundle of paperwork from Uncle Lester’s will still in my hand. Upon entering the room, the company representative who had driven me here had offered me a coffee from a machine down the hall. My throat was parched, and I said “Yes, please,” before he fetched me a paper cup with black water in it. He told me to take a seat, promised me that someone would be with me in a moment, then he left. I took a sip of the coffee. It was the worst coffee I had ever tasted in my life, but I drank it nonetheless as if I needed something— anything— to fill the void inside me.

      Through a closed door opposite me I could hear muffled voices. I heard chairs scraping against the floor and a moment later the door opened.

      I wasn’t sure who to expect would walk through the door, but it certainly wasn’t the sequin-gowned, six-foot-tall drag queen who stepped into the waiting room and took a seat beside me. After the initial moment of surprise, I recognized her as my neighbor from upstairs. We had passed each other on the stairs a few times but never spoken… till now.

      Crossing her long fishnet-stockinged legs and flipping open a compact mirror to reapply her lipstick, the drag queen announced, “Well that was about as much fun as fucking the Pope. No offense to any Catholics in the room.”

      I spluttered up my tasteless coffee and she turned to me, eyeing me up and down as some sense of recognition dawned on her.

      “I know you. You live downstairs from me, right? Roger… Robert… Ralph…?”

      “Henry. Henry Dawson.”

      “So close. I’m Candee. With a double ‘e’. Pleased to finally meet you, although I dare say it could be the last time our paths ever cross.”

      Her words delivered the bad news I was trying to deny. “You mean it’s true what they said? That we won’t be going back there?”

      “Honey, that building is as about as safe as a dark alley filled with feral vampire cats,” she said, switching her lipstick for mascara. “Truth told, I’m happy Fate stepped in. It was time for a change, at least that’s what the tea leaves said this morning.”

      “But how can that happen? How can we be living in a place one day, then the next day it’s completely… unlivable?”

      Candee with a double ‘e’ shrugged without taking her eyes off her compact mirror. “I guess what goes up must come down.”

      “But it seemed like nothing was wrong with that building. There were never any issues with the plumbing or the wiring or… anything. Not so much as a squeaky hinge. Now they tell us the whole place is about to crack apart?”

      Candee snapped her compact mirror shut and smiled. “Oh sugar, don’t get your tighty-whities in a twist. Sometimes cracks are good. They break down walls. They make you see things in an entirely new way. Hell, if it weren’t for the cracks, how else is the light gonna get in?”

      At that moment something beeped in her handbag and Candee pulled out her cell phone to glance at a message. “Well, I gotta go. Lovely talking to you Raymond—”

      “It’s Henry.”

      “Lovely talking to you Henry but my ride is here to pick me up. In case I never see you again, have a wonderful life.”

      “I just lost my home,” I muttered vacantly. “And this morning I lost my job. I don’t have a life.”

      “It could be worse,” Candee said, pointing to the bulldog on the wall as she headed for the door. “At least today wasn’t your last.”

      She gave a wink over her shoulder and I glanced from her winking face to the bulldog’s winking face before she exited the room with a flippant laugh.

      I was left stunned, wondering how the heck people lived such carefree lives. I wanted to know her secret. I wanted to know how I could be like her, all quips and shrugs and devil-may-care delight. I wanted to know what the tea leaves were telling me.

      I looked at the unappetizing residue floating around in the bottom of my paper coffee cup and held little hope of finding any answers there.

      Just then the door to the other room opened and a woman with a tight hairdo and a tight-fitting business suit appeared. “Hi there, would you like to step inside now?”

      The other room was almost as vacuous as the waiting room, although it did have a table in the middle of it with two chairs on either side. The woman sat in one chair and I sat opposite her.

      “I won’t keep you too long,” she said. “I just have a few questions to ask, a few forms for you to sign, that’s all.”

      She began ticking boxes and filling in information as she asked:

      “Name?”

      “Henry Dawson.”

      “Which apartment did you live in?”

      “Did? Past tense sounds so… final. Are things really that… final?”

      “Yes, I’m afraid so,” she answered in a voice that didn’t sound afraid at all. “Which apartment was that?”

      “Six B.”

      “Did you own or rent?”

      “I was renting.”

      “Well I dare say you’ve been released of that tenancy agreement now. We’ll be in touch with the landlord today to arrange insurance claims and other legalities. In the meantime, if you wouldn’t mind signing here, here and here please.”

      “What are these forms?”

      “It’s just paperwork. Formalities. We just need your consent to have your belongings relocated to a storage facility and your lease terminated so that we can proceed with the appropriate course of action to condemn and demolish the building.”

      She held her pen out to me.

      For a moment I didn’t want to take it. I didn’t want to believe any of this was real.

      She began waving the pen in front of me in case I hadn’t noticed it.

      Hesitantly I took it but paused over the dotted line before saying, “I don’t have anywhere to go. Where am I supposed to go?”

      She sort of winced at me, as though feigning compassion was hurting her. “Don’t you have any friends?”

      “No.”

      “Any relatives?”

      I looked down at the bundle of paper still in my hand. “There was only Uncle Lester.”

      She smiled as though the problem was solved. “Well I’m sure Uncle Lester can help out. Now if you wouldn’t mind signing the forms, we’ll let you be on your way. And best of luck to you, Mr.… er…”

      “Dawson.”
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      “Dixon? You said Dixon, right?”

      I was standing at the open window of the check-in office to the storage facility. “Actually, it’s Dawson.”

      On the other side of the open window, the shift manager with a mustard stain on his shirt looked at me suspiciously as though I wanted to trick him. He checked his clipboard again. “Dawson. That’s what I said.”

      He turned to pluck a set of keys off a key rack mounted to the back wall of the small, untidy office, revealing his plumber’s crack as he did so, then turned back to me and slapped the keys into my hand. “Your belongings were delivered an hour or so ago. We tried to take as much care as possible, but we can’t guarantee everything is still intact. Besides, you’ve already waived any liability against us or the delivery company.”

      “I have?”

      He pulled out a copy of a piece of paper with my signature on it. “It was one of the forms you signed at Geobond. Anyhow, these are your keys, and this is a map to your unit. Just head down Aisle F, take a right down Corridor 23 and then left at Aisle X. Your unit number is 696. Geobond has agreed to pay the first month’s rental fee on the storage unit, after that you’ll need to make further arrangements directly with us.”

      With that he slid the window to the office shut, ending all conversation.

      I looked around like a lost child in Macy’s, confused and disoriented. I saw a sign that read Aisle F and began my journey through the labyrinth of the warehouse. I passed roller door after roller door, turned right and made a wrong turn, then somehow managed to get myself back on track until I found Aisle X. I followed it to storage unit 696.

      I slotted the key into the padlock and rolled open the door to the unit.

      There I saw my beige sofa along with my matching coffee table and bookcase, and a dozen unmarked boxes.

      My winter coats and scarves were tossed haphazardly in a knotted bundle.

      I saw a pile of my books with their covers bent and hard covers mixed in with the paperbacks.

      My CDs were stacked in no discernible order whatsoever, the intricate code of my categorization unraveled forever.

      Everything in my life was, in no uncertain terms, a complete wreck.

      With a quiet sigh I looked upon my boxed-up, messed-up existence.

      I wondered what on earth I was going to do from this point forward.

      I didn’t know where to start, what to do, where to go from there.

      I had no job.

      I had no home.

      I had nowhere to stay and nobody to help me.

      No-one except—

      “Uncle Lester.”

      I looked at the paperwork that I had been carrying with me all day. I looked at the dotted line that needed my signature and realized perhaps I did have somewhere to go.

      Perhaps the woman in the vacuous engineering office was right, that Uncle Lester might be able to help out after all.

      “Don’t be crazy,” I told myself.

      But myself shrugged back and replied, “Have you got any better ideas?”

      I didn’t.

      And so, I started packing.

      I found my suitcase in a corner of the storage unit. I dragged it out, unzipped it and started opening unlabeled boxes at random. I found my clothes and packed my trousers.

      Shirts.

      Underwear.

      Socks.

      Shoes.

      More underwear.

      A night vest.

      My favorite pajamas with the symmetrical stripes that lined up perfectly at the seams.

      I packed hastily for fear I would talk myself out of the idea, trying to fold everything as neatly as I could in such a rush.

      I found my bathroom items and packed as lightly as I possibly could—

      Toothbrush.

      Toothpaste.

      Mouthwash.

      Deodorant.

      Soap.

      Shampoo.

      Conditioner.

      Razors.

      Shaving cream.

      Aftershave.

      Cotton tips.

      Disinfectant wipes.

      A roll of toilet paper… just in case.

      A packet of condoms… just in case. Not that I had used a condom in a while… and not that I ever had sex with strangers… but as Benjamin Franklin once said, ‘Failing to prepare is preparing to fail.’ Not that Benjamin Franklin was talking about my sex life when he said that, but you get the gist.

      Oh, and nail clippers. I couldn’t leave without nail clippers. Which was possibly being over-cautious, even for me, considering I didn’t plan on staying long enough in Los Encantados for my nails to grow. In fact, I had no intention of remaining in New Mexico longer than a few days. Yes, I had an agenda… even if it was still forming in my head at that stage.

      My plan was to go to New Mexico and find the property that Uncle Lester had left me.

      I would find the best realtor in town and place the property on the market.

      Then with the money from the sale of the premises, I’d return to Chicago, find a place to live and begin the quest to get another job, one that could use the skills of a risk assessment executive with a commitment to efficiency and an eye for detail— not including the incident that got me fired in the first place.

      I closed the suitcase. Or at least I tried.

      I sat on the lid of the suitcase and somehow managed to zip it shut.

      I locked unit 696, then as fast as I could I wheeled the suitcase through the serpentine maze of the warehouse— the handle of the suitcase in one hand and the will of my distant relative in the other— until I reached the office of the storage facility.

      “Do you have a scanner and a printer?” I asked the shift manager with the mustard stain.

      He scratched his head and looked puzzled, then replied, “We got a fax machine.”

      I looked at Leo Carmichael’s contact details on the cover sheet of the paperwork in my hand and smiled. “A fax machine will do just fine!”
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      Chocolate comes into the world on the branches of a fruit tree. The cacao bean is in actual fact not a bean at all, but rather a fully fermented seed and one of the most cherished seeds in the world. I never knew this until I met Levi Jones.

      I never knew how important seeds can be, like the seed of possibility that I had planted in my own brain that taking the trip to Los Encantados would help me rebuild the life I already had.

      Little did I know that seed was about to grow in a completely different direction to the one I had planned.
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        * * *

      

      The bus swerved and it woke me with a jolt. At first, I didn’t know where I was. My neck ached and when I opened my eyes all I could see was my own faint reflection. It took me a moment to realize I was looking at myself in the passenger window of a bus. It was dark outside but for the glow of the bus’s headlights up ahead, capturing glimpses of the desert as we sailed through the night like a lonely comet.

      Illuminated in the headlights— for only a split-second— I saw a lucky coyote scamper into the pitch black. Evidently, he was the reason the bus had swerved.

      I began to recall where I was and how I got there.

      After faxing Leo Carmichael the signed papers, I finished filling out the forms at the storage unit, giving Lot 33, Main Street, Los Encantados, New Mexico as my forwarding address. Like I said, I didn’t plan on staying there long but the shift manager wouldn’t let me leave without providing a home address and since my apartment building was on the brink of becoming non-existent, the property in Los Encantados seemed like the next best option.

      From there it had been a long journey that involved a taxi to the airport in Chicago, a plane from Chicago to Atlanta, another plane from Atlanta to Albuquerque, a bus to Las Cruces then a connecting bus that took me west toward the tiny town of Los Encantados. The final leg was the shortest part of the trip, but as soon as I boarded the bus, I knew I couldn’t keep my eyes open another moment.
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