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      Seth Graham needs help. His eccentric job and troubled past will not help him get custody of his niblings. With their grandmother now stepping in to claim them, Seth needs a solution.

      Seth can’t bear another loss. He has already said goodbye to too many people; he can’t give up the only family he has left.

      

      Rowan Kennedy doesn’t need anything, especially not another lost cause. His career is finally taking off, and the last thing he has time for is helping a young single father desperate to keep his kids. He has no interest in getting caught up in a custody battle, especially when he’s never even had a real family of his own. He doesn’t know what it’s like to have someone willing to fight for you with everything they have.

      

      But Seth is desperate, and Rowan seems to be his only chance, and these children need a home, love and something Rowan never had: a father who would give anything to see them happy. Plus, Seth is bloody adorable, with his dimples and his blue eyes and the way he creates chaos even when he sleeps, and his sweetness and his desire to be the father the children deserve. And then there's the way he practically begs Rowan not to walk away now that falling in love might actually be on the table…
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      When I see Paul walk into my office with a folder under his arm, a coffee and a paper bag, I know this day will not go as smoothly as planned.

      “What do you need?” I ask him as he sets the coffee down on my desk.

      “Always so suspicious?” Paul retorts, his tone laced with sarcasm as he pushes the paper bag towards me.

      “I can count the times you showed up with something to offer on the fingers of one hand.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “And when you do, it’s only because you’re trying to get something in return, but I’m warning you, a coffee and…” I take the bag and open it. “A multigrain muffin. That won’t get you far.”

      Paul laughs, then leans back in his chair and slowly adjusts his tie, a sign that he is thinking about how to handle this.

      “At least last time you turned up with two tickets for the Six Nations final.”

      “Well, I was short of time and had to make do. So I figured my best friend and the most reliable colleague one could ask for might just be easily corruptible this once.”

      “I am not corruptible.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “And you know not to use that word in my presence.”

      Paul is still laughing. My tone or my threats do not intimidate him. He has a face that you never want to stop punching and the smile of someone who is always okay, even when he messes up because his best friend is there to fix it.

      We’ve been friends since we were kids. I owe him everything. That’s why I work with him, and I’ve put up with his face and nonsense for twenty years.

      Paul was my only friend for a long time—maybe he still is. When I was a puny, scared little boy, he took me under his wing, defended me, and protected me until I could do it myself.

      Some things you never forget.

      I sip my coffee and lean back in the chair, waiting for Paul to decide whether to speak.

      “You know we take on cases from time to time… How do you say…”

      “Desperate?”

      “Just like that. I think I have one that suits us.”

      “By ‘us’, do you mean ‘me’?”

      I roll my eyes before taking my muffin out of the bag. This morning, I only had a smoothie after my usual morning workout. I wasn’t planning on eating anything until lunch, but I think the hot potato Paul’s about to drop on yours truly deserves a break.

      “What’s it about?” I take a bite of the muffin and chew slowly.

      “Child custody.”

      “Mmm…” Now I understand the need for the muffin.

      “A sensitive case.”

      I take another bite, then more coffee. I usually avoid cases involving minors like the plague. And Paul knows that. And he also knows not to bring them to my desk, except in the most exceptional cases.

      “If it’s a difficult divorce…”

      “No divorce.” He slides the folder across my desk. “It’s about a single father.”

      I pick up the folder.

      “His brother and his wife passed away, leaving him with his three niblings. A terrible accident. She died in the ambulance. He died in the hospital a few hours later.”

      I let my eyes wander over the words, not wanting to let the cramp in my stomach return and remind me why I only take on such cases when absolutely necessary.

      “Their parents have entrusted the kids to their uncle, but their maternal grandmother has recently come forward.”

      I look at Paul over my glasses.

      “She thinks our potential client is unsuitable.”

      I take off my glasses and throw them on the documents, which are now on my desk.

      “Spit it out, Paul.”

      “Well, he’s…”

      “What?”

      “He’s gay.”

      “I see.” I shake my head gently. “Are you putting me on this case just because I’m bisexual?”

      “Yes.”

      “You suck. Seriously. You suck as a friend, and you suck as a partner.”

      “This kind of case helps our image, and you know how much we need it.”

      Unfortunately for me, Paul is right.

      Paul and I worked together for several years in a large law firm in the city. We paid our dues like everyone else. We did research, stakeouts, document deliveries, and even made coffee—anything to earn a place at the partners’ table one day. We dealt with nasty cases, clients we didn’t like, real bastards. And we were okay with that. In the end, we were trying to make a name for ourselves in a world of sharks until ‘the case’ came into Paul’s hands, the one that forces you to decide whether you are one of those willing to sell your soul to the highest bidder, or whether you still have a shred of conscience left in you.

      Paul didn’t have to think much about it, and I, to be honest, even less. He left the firm, and I followed him. The fact that we had put hidden evidence in the hands of opposing lawyers that would have helped the case move in the right direction did not help our careers.

      They totally burned everything around us. We could not have expected anything else. But it helped us. It helped us realise that what we were doing was not our destiny.

      “May I?” George, our secretary, peeps into my office. “The client is waiting for you,” he says, addressing me.

      I look at Paul.

      “We need this case,” he insists as if that alone justifies his ambush. Then he turns to George. “Inform him that Mr Kennedy will be joining him shortly.”

      George nods, then leaves us alone.

      I stand and walk towards the glass, peering into the waiting room. I glance at my ‘new’ client, then turn to my friend. “Do I have to?”

      Paul also approaches the glass. “What’s wrong with him?”

      “You mean, what’s right with him…” I huff. Fingers massage my eyelids, hoping to nip this new stress wave in the bud. “How many niblings did you say he has?”

      “Three.”

      I snort again. “You know very well I don’t like children.”

      Paul puts his hand on my arm. “And you know I can’t stand your arms. God, what is it, iron?”

      I look at him sideways.

      “You’ve got to do something, really. I can’t even touch you.”

      “I could send you to hell. With the help of these arms.”

      Paul does not stop touching them, testing their strength.

      “Could you please stop?”

      He raises his arms and steps back, then straightens his tie. “Shall we go meet our client?”

      “Tell me he’s at least paying, please.”

      “Uh…”

      “Paul!” I say between my teeth. I don’t want to shout and attract our new client’s attention.

      “You know we get a pro bono from time to time, for tax, image…”

      “I hate you.”

      “That’s not true.”

      The client glances unconsciously in our direction, making us both sit up straight and forcing us to end our conversation and join him in the waiting room. I adjust my tie as I walk down the corridor, followed by Paul and his slapping face, then stop in front of him and clear my throat.

      “Mr…”

      “Graham,” Paul suggests.

      “Mr Graham, I’m Mr Kennedy.” I hold out my hand. He takes it.

      A weak, distracted grip. A sweaty hand.

      We are not doing well at all.

      “Seth, please. Just Seth. When I hear Mr Graham, I immediately think of my father, and that’s certainly not a pleasant thought.”

      “Mr Graham,” I repeat, to clarify that point one, we are not in confidence; point two, we will not become friends; point three, he should not speak unless asked; point four, we will get nowhere with this attitude. “I will look into your case.”

      “Look into it?” He asks hesitantly.

      The person with him stands up immediately and puts a hand on his shoulder.

      “That’s what I said. Before I decide whether to accept the case.”

      “Oh, sure… I understand.”

      “If you want to follow me to my office,” I point down the corridor. “Alone,” I specify in a peremptory tone.

      “I’ll wait for you here, don’t worry,” the other says, encouraging him.

      “I’ll leave you then,” Paul announces before disappearing, not without getting another dirty look from yours truly.

      “Why don’t we…” I point again at my office, arm outstretched, hand open.

      He walks ahead of me into my office, turning to face me as I close the door behind me. I give him a quick look as I walk around the desk to sit down.

      It only takes a few seconds for me to realise that we don’t stand a chance.

      Apart from his helpless puppy-dog look, his submissive and uncertain manner, his insecure walk, his hunched posture, his nervous hands now sliding down his jeans, not to mention the last night’s make-up, which he had obviously not completely removed before going to bed, the fact remains that he is single, gay, broke and certainly in a precarious job or worse, of dubious morals. At the same time, the other party is a wealthy lady representing a good family with a large and comfortable house, a bevvy of lawyers ready to tear us to shreds, and probably a bevvy of witnesses prepared to refute our every argument.

      “Mr Graham,” I signal him to sit down as I settle into my chair. “Why would I agree to be your lawyer?”

      “Oh. Well… my friend Ross, whom you just met,” he points behind his back, “suggested this firm. A client of the nightclub where he works recommended it to him, and…”

      “Mr Graham,” I stop him before he gets any further.

      “Yes?”

      “I didn’t ask you how you got our name, and you really shouldn’t talk in bursts like you have no filter.”

      “I’m sorry, I’m nervous, and when I’m nervous, I talk.”

      “I asked you why I should take your case.”

      His eyes slowly fill with tears.

      “I’m desperate to lose my kids. I can’t imagine having to say goodbye to them. I’d do anything to make them happy. Even let them go. And if I knew that Shonda would love them as much as Mark and Jillian and raise them with their values and the same love… If I was sure that living with her was the best solution, I swear I wouldn’t fight it.”

      And it only takes me a few seconds to understand a person.

      “No one can love those children more than Mark and Jillian, but I…” He touches his chest, and at the exact moment, something happens in mine. “I’m getting very close.”
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      Mr Kennedy pushes a box of tissues towards me.

      “I’m mortified.” I immediately apologise, grabbing a tissue and wiping my eyes. “I got carried away by my emotions.”

      “And is this something that happens often?” he asks, one eyebrow raised.

      “Is it a problem?” I ask anxiously.

      “No more than your agitation.” He leans his back against the chair, elbows on the armrests, arms folded. Strong arms. You can even see them through the jacket. Arms that look like they get a lot of exercise. I’d rather not imagine how powerful everything else could be. 

      That’s not true. I’m thinking about it.

      Now I am agitated!

      “Can I get you some water or something else? I would offer you coffee, but I have a feeling that's not what you need right now.”

      “Oh no, not another coffee.”

      “Another? How many have you had?”

      “Three since this morning.”

      Mr Kennedy looks at his watch. “It’s only ten o’clock.”

      “I worked last night, and I didn’t go to sleep yet. I didn’t want to risk not waking up or being late.”

      “Mmm…”

      “I work in a nightclub,” I quickly explain, not wanting him to think who knows what.

      “A nightclub…” He comments, his expression wrinkled.

      “Night 101, do you know it?”

      “I have heard about it.”

      “Have you ever been there?”

      He puts on a pair of glasses before examining my file again.

      I didn’t realise he wore glasses. Not that it’s a crucial detail for the cause. I mean, those glasses scream ‘serious and professional,’ right? But yes. Hell yes. Glasses make a big difference, especially on yours truly.

      I should not dwell so much on my lawyer’s analysis, but what should I do? 

      He’s so damn hot.

      “I guess you don’t go to places like that,” I say, shaking my head.

      “We are not here to become friends.”

      “No, of course…” I take a deep breath to calm my nerves. “I didn’t mean that.”

      “We are here to win this case.”

      I nod firmly, even though he’s not looking at me.

      “Speaking of which, what can you tell me about Mrs McCormack?” 

      “Shonda is the children’s grandmother from their mother’s side. She doesn’t think I should raise her grandchildren. As if she knows her grandchildren! Things weren’t good between her and Jillian, my sister-in-law, and the kids’ mother.” My voice cracked, and my eyes filled with tears again. “She was amazing. She was the most incredible person I’ve ever encountered. She treated me well, and Mark, my brother—a role model, a wonderful husband.” My voice cracks with emotion as I speak of him. “My brother was one of a kind and irreplaceable. And they were… The perfect c-couple…” Sobs painfully wrack my chest.

      The lawyer finally raises his eyes, picks up his phone to ask for water, and then pushes the box of tissues towards me again. The door opens, and the secretary who seated us in the waiting room enters the office. He leaves a tray with water and glasses, then discreetly walks away. The lawyer pours water into a glass and then hands it to me. I accept it, grateful, and take a few sips. I wipe my eyes with another tissue and blow my nose noisily, then try to calm down because if I continue like this, I will lose my lawyer before he even agrees to represent me.

      “I don’t know what… I’m not usually emotional.”

      It’s bullshit. I’m usually so emotional.

      Why do I lie? Why do I care what he may think of me?

      “Try taking deep breaths and drinking some more water.”

      I do as he says while he takes off his glasses and lays them on the desk, revealing his beautiful green eyes to me. 

      I had not noticed them before.

      I have a weakness for green eyes.

      And I have a soft spot for strong men, with strong arms and tough looks, the kind you hope will be tender inside and in private and only with you.

      Am I fantasising about my lawyer?

      “First, starting tomorrow, please switch to decaffeinated.”

      “What? Oh, the coffee. Sure. Decaf. Duly noted. Sorry. I was distracted for a moment.”

      “Second, stop apologising. You won’t go anywhere with that attitude.”

      “Oh… O-okay, I’ll try.”

      “Will you try?”

      “I will do my best.”

      He sighs, his face tense.

      “They will tear you apart in court.”

      How does he think this revelation will help my agitation?

      “Work on it. A lot.”

      “I will work on it,” I assure him.

      “And third…”

      Oh God! Is there also a third point? I don’t think I can even do the first two!

      “I’m very sorry for your loss.”

      “Oh.”

      I didn’t expect this, and I don’t react well to unexpected things.

      “Please don’t cry again.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      The lawyer gives me a dirty look.

      “Oh god! I’m so, so sorry!”

      He shakes his head several times, but I could swear I see him lifting one corner of his mouth.

      “I’ll calm down, I swear.” I take another tissue and blow my nose again. “I can’t control my tongue and tears when I’m agitated. I will do my best to be careful. I solemnly promise.”

      “I’m not comfortable with tears.”

      “Oh, sure, I understand. I’m not comfortable with tears, either. Especially if they are my own.”

      This time, he laughs. He can’t hide it!

      Although it was not my intention to make him laugh, I must say that I don’t mind him in this role at all.

      There. Another point against me.

      Mr Kennedy can laugh, and he does it well. I don’t know if it’s possible to do it badly. I mean, that’s something positive in itself, isn’t it? Unless he laughs at me, then it becomes something else entirely.

      “Why don’t we start with something simple?”

      “Simple. Sure. I can do that. Simple things are my speciality.”

      Not true. Complicated is my middle name. 

      Why don’t I stop bullshitting?

      “Tell me something about yourself.”

      He holds a pen, ready to take notes.

      Me. Easy peasy.

      That I can’t take my eyes off you, does it count? I think you’re not like all the other lawyers—who, for the record, I usually detest—and that under that armour of muscle and discipline, you hide a soul—I’m sure you’re very disciplined and love to impose discipline in others…

      That’s a thought I really shouldn’t entertain, especially not about my lawyer, not with a lawsuit looming that could take everything I care about.

      Mr Kennedy clears his throat and I immediately return to planet Earth, unable to avoid blushing at my impure thoughts and my poor ability to keep them hidden.

      “About me,” I shrug. “I love those kids more than anything. I would never hurt them, abandon them, and most importantly, never make them feel wrong or out of place, different, alone or… unloved.”

      Mr Kennedy nods slowly.

      “Wasn’t that what you wanted to hear?”

      “It doesn’t matter what I want, Mr Graham.”

      “I can’t lose them,” I say, the realisation clear and strong. “And they can’t lose me.”

      “Then let’s not allow it to happen.”
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      “HOW DID IT GO?” My friend Ross asks as we order at the coffee shop on the corner, just outside the firm.

      Yes, I know. My lawyer recommended going easy on the coffee, so I’m ordering another one—not decaf. 

      I can start tomorrow, can’t I? 

      Today it’s already fucked up.

      “It was terrible.”

      “Was it that bad?”

      “I’m hopeless.”

      “Did he tell you that?”

      “No. Not in those terms, at least. But it didn’t take that long to figure it out.”

      “But he took the case, right?”

      “Actually, I’m not sure.” He never confirmed if he was my lawyer. I had taken the liberty of assuming that role without asking for his consent first. “He mentioned he would get back to me once he had a complete understanding of the situation.”

      “Well, that’s encouraging, isn’t it?”

      “I hope so, Ross, I really do. I wouldn’t know where else to go. And on that note, I can’t thank you enough for finding this law firm for me. And for calling. And asking for an appointment as soon as possible. And for helping me choose what to wear.” 

      I loosen my tie some more. I’m not used to wearing any, but Ross said I had to make a good impression. I didn’t have a proper suit, apart from the one I wore for Mark and Jillian’s funeral, which is in the back of my wardrobe. I’ll never touch it again in my life. I opted for dark jeans and a shirt. Ross thought about the tie.

      I doubt I made a good impression. Not with all the tears I shed.

      “You didn’t cry too much, did you?” Ross asks as if he can read my thoughts.

      He didn’t even question it! He knows me too well; he knows I show my worst version under stress.

      “Eh…” I shrug. 

      Ross smiles at me. “I’m sure it wasn’t that bad.”

      He wasn’t there with us! He didn’t see how pathetic I made myself in his eyes. Beautiful eyes, by the way. But it’s best not to point that out in the presence of witnesses.

      “I will let you know when and if the lawyer gets in touch.”

      “What about the children? What will you tell them?”

      “I haven’t decided yet. I can’t keep hiding everything from them. They’re smart kids, especially Mason. I’m sure he’s already smelled something.”

      “You should tell them the truth.”

      “I will, I promise. As soon as I find the right moment.”

      “Find him quickly. You don’t want them to find out any other way.”

      “You say Shonda could…”

      “I say she’s trying to snatch children from the only person with their best interests at heart.”

      “You can’t be sure.”

      He looks at me eloquently.

      Indeed, Shonda has not been present in the children’s lives, especially in recent years. Her complicated relationship with Jillian has kept them apart. I know she’s not an easy person, and dealing with her can be a real challenge, but I’m sure if Jillian decided to remove her from their lives, she must have had her reasons. It’s not my intention to keep her away from the children. They have lost their parents and only have me; it would be nice for them to rely on their grandmother as well, but this… This is certainly not helping. Trying to take them away from the only person who knows them and saw them grow up, from the only home where they felt loved and safe again.

      This is really a low blow. 

      She could have contacted, talked to me, and tried to find a solution that would suit everyone. 

      Instead, she went behind my back, bringing only more pain to this family that has already seen too much for this life.
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      “What else is on the list, honey?” I ask Emily as we shop at the supermarket. She is in charge of ticking off everything we put in the trolley. 

      “Um… Let’s see. It says… N… Nut…Nutella.”

      “Very well. Nutella it is.”

      This is a reading exercise for her. She is having some problems in the new school. The teacher told me that she was a bit behind the other children. They put an assistant with her for a few more hours, but at home, we know she doesn’t like it, so we try to help as much as possible. Both me and the children. 

      It’s nice that they are so united and help each other. 

      They remind me of Mark and me.

      “Uncle Seth?” Emily draws my attention back.

      “Yes, darling.”

      “Are you crying again?”

      “What?” I wipe my eyes with my arm. “Absolutely not!”

      “But you just wiped your eyes!” Logan points out.

      “I’m just… a bit sad. That’s all.”

      “Is something wrong?” Mason asks. He’s the most protective. With his siblings, of course, but also with me. I think he feels the pressure of being the oldest. 

      “It’s OK, and if something doesn’t go so well…” I take the one-kilo jar of Nutella and show it to the boys. “There’s always this.”

      The kids laugh as I put the jar in the trolley.

      “What else we got, Emily?”

      “Only two things left on the list.”

      “Oh, well, let’s hear them.”

      “Pe… Penne. This one is easy.”

      “Let’s go to the pasta aisle.” I push the trolley towards the desired aisle. As I pass the shelves, I pick up a packet of White Chocolate Digestive and a packet of Dark Chocolate.

      “Uncle Seth,” Mason calls out immediately. 

      “Yes?”

      “Aren’t you forgetting something?”

      “The caramels, of course!” I smack my head with my hand before picking up a packet of Chocolate Caramel Digestives.

      My niblings have clear ideas, especially when it comes to food. Emily likes white chocolate biscuits. She says they are the sweetest; Logan likes dark chocolate ones. He says they help him concentrate, and Mason likes caramel biscuits because he says they are the highest in calories and give him the energy he needs.

      I love that they are like that, and I admire them. I don’t know if I could still stand after such a tragedy like they do. The tragedy has hit me hard, too, but I have them to give me strength. 

      They only have me: a complete disaster of a man.

      “Uncle Seth?” Logan calls out to me.

      “Yes, darling?”

      “The penne are not there.”

      “Oh, hell. I wanted to make my famous baked pasta.” I rest my hands on my hips and look at the shelf. “How about macaroni?”

      “Let’s say we are hungry,” Emily replies for all.

      “You are right. Let’s get a move on.” I take two packs of macaroni and shove them into the trolley. “What’s still missing?”

      “Just the mo… mozza… re… mozzarella.”

      “Let’s rush to the fridges and then straight home. I’m starving, too.”

      

      AT HOME, LATER, Logan hands me some mozzarella to add to the pasta. He likes to be in the kitchen to help; he loves science. Everything is an experiment, a reaction for him, and I let him try all the experiments he wants, as long as they don’t involve flames or toxic substances. 

      I put the casserole in the oven and then look at the clock. “Twenty minutes, and it will be ready. Would you mind helping me with the table?” I ask Logan. Mason is busy helping Emily with her homework. “I’m a bit short on time tonight.”

      “Don’t tell me you’re working tonight too!” Emily says from the living room, her voice disappointed and sad.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, feeling guilty as usual. “I can’t turn down another shift. Mr Yang will stay here with you.”

      “It doesn’t matter. Mr Yang is OK,” Mason says immediately.

      “Weren’t you looking for another job?” Logan asks as he puts the place settings on the table.

      “I’m trying, but it’s not easy.”

      “Because of your record?” Logan asks.

      “Eh, but let’s not tell people, shall we? Dirty laundry is washed in the family.”

      Emily giggles.

      The kids know everything about me. I have no secrets from them. Well, maybe one at the moment, but I plan to tell them the truth in the next few hours or days. 

      I found it difficult to keep my past a secret from a nosy brother like Mark, who wouldn’t ignore it and was inclined to help others.

      Without realising it, I pull up my nose.

      Emily comes over and hands me a box of tissues.

      “Thank you, sweetheart.”

      “No problem. We’re here for you, aren’t we? We got each other’s backs.”

      Another typical phrase from my brother. He used to say it when we were kids, and he also said it to me when our parents kicked me out. He said it again when he came to bail me out of jail, and he repeated it when he took me to rehab. 

      I’m sure it was something he used to say at home, in the family, whenever there was a problem or something happened to one of them.

      Those children had the best father in the world. I can never be like him, not even close, but I can try hard. After all, Mark raised me, too. I hope I’ve learnt something from him, something good to pass on to his children if they don’t take them away from me.

      

      THE KIDS APPRECIATE my baked pasta.

      “Can I have some more?” Mason asks, his plate almost empty.

      “Of course you can.”

      He’s the most voracious of the three. It must be the sport or the growth. After all, he’s a teenager and… Oh my God, puberty? Are we there yet? I don’t think I can handle it.

      I don’t have any great memories of those years; in fact, if I could erase them from my mind forever, it would be perfect.

      “Shall we leave a plate for Mr Yang?” Emily asks with her usual gentleness.

      “We can, although I don’t think he loves my cooking.”

      “I like it,” Emily states with conviction.

      “Do you think I can do the cooking?” I ask for confirmation.

      “It’s food, fuel for the mind,” Logan says.

      Mason shoves a huge forkful of pasta into his mouth, then says with his mouth full, “Just give me strength.”

      “I get it. I suck at this too.”

      “Don’t be so hard on yourself,” Emily tries to comfort me. 

      “You’re doing the best you can,” Mason says.

      “When did you grow up so much? You are so mature for your age.”

      Mason looks at his siblings, then shrugs.

      “You are all your father,” I say, on the verge of emotion.

      Mason smiles. “Yes?"

      “Spit. You look so much like him... Sometimes, I look at you and feel like a child again; I feel like I still have him next to me.”

      “And that makes you sad?”

      “Melancholic.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. I love being melancholic, you know that, right? And I love you, I love having you around.”

      “Really?” Logan asks.

      “Absolutely.”

      The kids smile at me, then go back to their dinner.

      “Mason?” I call him, and I need his eyes to tell me.

      “Mmm?”

      “You know I’m trying, right?”

      “I know, Uncle Seth. All three of us know. And I’m sure they know, too.”

      

      “THERE'S A PLATE of pasta for you in the oven,” I tell Mr Yang as he enters the living room.

      He gives me an eloquent look.

      I laugh and shake my head.

      “The kids are getting ready for tomorrow.”

      “I’ll put the kettle on.” He walks past me to the kitchen.

      “Just a game of Monopoly, then off to bed. And no poker. I already got a warning from the school for that.”

      “They have to learn to be in the world.”

      “I mean it, Mr Yang.”

      He rolls his eyes, then picks up a couple of teacups. 

      “I’m sorry I have to leave again tonight,” I say anxiously.

      “Don’t worry about it. You know I like to be with them.”

      Mr Yang has been living alone for too long now. He was already here when I rented this apartment but wasn’t keen on making new friends, especially with me. Let’s just say that I must not have made a good impression on him. It took years for us to greet each other on the landing. He looked at me suspiciously, especially when he found my late-night conquests on the doorstep, looking for a pot of milk for coffee. 

      Everything changed when I lost Mark. It was grief that brought us closer. He had lost his wife five years earlier; he knew what I was going through, and he knew I needed a friend. The kids’ arrival did the rest. 

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re doing the best you can, Seth. You’re working for your children; you don’t have to blame yourself."

      “I hope to find something more suitable soon.”

      “The most important thing is their serenity. Everything else will fall into pieces. I can feel it.”

      “I wouldn’t know what to do if you weren’t here.”

      He nods at me, then returns to his tea.

      “I should be back around three o’clock."

      “You know I don’t sleep anyway.”

      “There are blankets and pillows in the hall wardrobe.”

      “Stop worrying. We will manage as always.”

      “I have no doubts about you.”

      I have doubts about myself. 

      The only disaster in this whole thing is me. I know it, and they know it too, but they are so polite and kind that they don’t point it out to me too often.
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      I read through all the documents relating to the Graham case while I ate my dinner, which tonight consisted of a grilled chicken salad I ordered from Chopped and picked up before I left work. Luckily, this takeaway opened a few months ago, saving my life. 

      I don’t mind cooking. I’m not bad at it either, but this way, I don’t waste time in the kitchen. I can put my heart and soul into my work, especially when my dear friend Paul entrusts me with cases like this, which border on the impossible.

      There is no way for this single father to win this case, but I will find it if there is one. 

      I’m fiercely competitive. Losing is not in my blood. Paul often challenges me with these pro-bono cases, which, nine times out of ten, are a waste of time and money for the firm. But I’m not one to back down from a challenge.

      I turn another page and shove another forkful of salad into my mouth. This guy is a mess.

      Who would ever bet on him? And more importantly, what judge would ever trust him with children?

      I shake my head and turn another page, stabbing a piece of chicken and swallowing it, almost choking.

      “What the hell…” I take a sip of water, then quickly pick up the phone and dial my client’s number, which is right on the first page of the file.

      The phone rings four times before he decides to pick it up.

      “I’m Rowan Kennedy from Lauren & Kennedy… But what’s that noise?”

      “What did you say?”

      “What’s that…” I huff impatiently. “Are you in a nightclub, by any chance?”

      “Wait a minute!” More noise, more disappointment on my part, then finally some peace. “You were saying?”

      “I’m Rowan Kennedy from Lauren & Kennedy LLP.”

      “Oh, fuck!”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I mean… I’m sorry about the noise. I’m at work.”

      “I suspected that.”

      “What can I do for you, Mr Kennedy?”

      “We have a problem.”

      “A problem? Oh God, should I sit down?”

      “We should talk about it in person.”

      “Is it that bad?” 

      “We’d better talk about it tomorrow. How about we meet in my office at…” I consult my diary. “9.45 a.m.?”

      “Are you saying I have to wait until tomorrow?”

      “I would say so. Then again, it’s…” I look at the watch on my wrist. “10 p.m.”

      “And you’re calling me at this hour?”

      Damn. I didn’t realise it was that late.

      “Is that a problem?” I ask him, now not sure if I have acted appropriately.

      “No, of course not. I was wondering how come… I mean… I’m working in a nightclub. Are you still at the office?”

      “I took my work home with me.”

      “Did you take me home?”

      “Um…”

      “Oh, God! What did I just say?”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “Your serious tone made me nervous.”

      “This is the only tone I have.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “Do you always get so nervous so easily?”

      “Only when I’m on the phone with a hot guy.”

      “Um…”

      “Oh, my God! I’m mortified. When I’m embarrassed, I speak without thinking! Actually, I often speak without thinking, but when I’m uncomfortable, I’m completely unfiltered.”

      “You need to moderate that.”

      “You’re right. It’s a problem. I understand.”

      “Not for me.”

      “Oh…”

      “I mean…” I undo two buttons on the shirt I’m still wearing, then shift uncomfortably in my chair. “I’m used to dealing with all kinds of subjects. Almost nothing shocks me. For the trial, otherwise… It’s no good. If you babble at the bench trial…”

      “Of course, I understand. I’ll do my best,” his tone drops. “Strange,” he then says.

      “Hmm?”

      “I always say that.”

      “What?”

      “That I’ll do my best.” He sighs deeply. “I’m afraid that sometimes it won’t be enough. That I have to do much better than my best.”

      His tone became quite intimate. 

      When did this happen? And, more importantly, when did I let it happen?

      “I don’t want to lie to you.”

      Mine is changing, too. The subject is sensitive and perhaps requires extra effort on my part.

      “Please, don’t do that. Even if you know it will upset me or make me burst into tears, like the other day in your office.”

      “I’d rather not.”

      “Me too.” He laughs softly, and I also find myself smiling on the phone. I sigh, suddenly tired, and take off my glasses. I massage my eyes with my fingers, hoping to ease the effects of this exhausting day.

      “Are you OK?” He asks me from the other end of the line.

      “Hmm?”

      “You seem really tired.”

      “It’s been a hell of a day.”

      “You shouldn’t be wasting your time with me; you should be resting.”

      “I’m not wasting my time.”

      “It’s not good for you to bring work home.”

      “I don’t want to fall behind.”

      “Don’t you have… er… Someone waiting for you?”

      “No,” I reply dryly. 

      “I understand.”

      This phone call was longer than I expected. And more informal than it should have been.

      “You are at work. I don’t want to keep you any longer.”

      “Don’t worry. I am perfectly replaceable.”

      “Replaceable?” I ask, now curious.

      “I’m just one of the bartenders. I don’t do shows.”

      “Shows?”

      He barely laughs. “I’m not a drag.”

      “Oh… Is it that kind of club?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I didn’t mean to imply…” I don’t even know why I’m defending myself. “I’ve never been there. I don’t know what kind of club it is.”

      “Don’t worry, it always has that effect on people.”

      “You could lie.”

      “Nah, it’s not my style.”

      “You might have to.”

      “Mmm… Is it necessary?”

      “I always believe the truth is the best choice, but in court… You never know what might happen. Surprises are always around the corner.”

      “Then we have another problem.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure you’re prepared.”

      “Are you telling me you took my case?”

      “Wasn’t it obvious?”

      “No, not at all.”

      “In that case… Congratulations, Mr Graham, you’ve just found a lawyer.”

      “Seth.”

      “Mmm?”

      “Just Seth, please.”

      I sigh again, softly this time.

      “Seth. I’m…”

      “Rowan,” the way he says, it’s like a caress down my back. It takes me a few seconds to recover from this feeling.

      “Why... Uhm... Do you think you are replaceable?”

      “Oh, well… First, I’m a bad bartender.”

      “I don’t believe it.”

      “I swear. I really do suck. But Ross, my friend, the one you saw at the firm with me. He put in a good word with the owner, and so…”

      “And you and this Ross…”

      “Friends. We are just friends.”

      “It’s for the file. The information, I mean. It’s not personal.”

      He laughs nervously. “I hadn’t thought of that. Don’t worry.”

      Now, I feel uncomfortable with his answer. I don’t want to offend him, but I don’t want to create misunderstandings. I’m his lawyer, after all. And I’m here to win, not to make friends or anything like that.

      “And then,” he continues. “I’m certainly not the most attractive.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The bartenders at the club must be… how shall I put this… Good-looking, sexy… hot. Well, I think you get the idea.”

      Suddenly, my throat is dry. I take a sip of water to soothe the feeling, but it doesn’t help much.

      “I like it, though. I feel good here. Everyone is nice, and the customers are very generous. They always leave good tips. I have three kids to raise, so that helps.”

      “I understand that, but⁠—”

      “But it doesn’t help my position.”

      “No.”

      “I’m looking for something else. I swear it’s not easy. Not with my poor skills.”

      “If you give me a CV, I can try to make some calls.”

      “It’s nice of you to say that, but when I talked about skills, I really meant that I have no skills at all.”

      “That can’t be true.”

      “All I know how to do is pour drinks and smile at people, and the first thing, as I told you, I also do pretty badly, too.”

      “You could try a coffee shop, day shifts.”

      “You think so?”

      “A job that gets you home in time for dinner.”

      “Maybe… I don’t know.”

      “Bring a CV with you tomorrow. There is a café right next to the firm. I can talk to the owner.”

      “You don’t have to.”

      “Do you want to win this case or not?”

      “I do. Absolutely.”

      “Then you have to trust your lawyer.”

      “OK.”

      “Good.”

      “I really should…”

      “Sure. See you tomorrow.”

      “Thank you. For calling, for the chat.”

      I’m about to tell him I never meant to stay on the phone that long and that it was far from just a chat, but the moment I hear him smile, I hold back.

      “It was nice.”

      I can’t tell him it was strangely nice for me, too. I let his sentence settle on both of us without too much shaking and without damage.

      “Good night, Rowan.”

      “Good night,” I barely say before he ends the call.

      I put my phone on the table and lean back in the chair. I look around, aware that something is not the same as before, then get up and walk to the living room window that opens onto the terrace. I slide open the glass door and step outside, needing air, sound, light, and noise. 

      The silence I love so much no longer suits me.

      Suddenly, all I want to do is close my eyes and let the alive and vibrant city beneath me take over.
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