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Mr. Ward, a strange individual
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It was a hot summer's day, with the blazing sun heating everything up like a hot oven. Only Mr. Liam Sharp was walking down the street, extremely proud, with a shabby old pair of skates hanging around his neck. People stopped and stared at him, because you wouldn't expect to see such a sight in the middle of summer. Not to mention the fact that he was dressed very smartly in his brown suit. 

Judging by Mr. Sharp's physique, he was an extremely handsome man in his early thirties, with brown hair in a ponytail and a sparse, unevenly grown beard. Thin lips, green eyes, and an oval face with two small ears and a straight nose complete Mr. Sharp's image. If it weren't for the stubble, which looked like an unkempt lawn, you could swear you were looking at a teenager. He walked confidently, keeping his body straight and shrugging his shoulders slightly. He was a tall, well-built man, and Mr. Sharp's students fell in love with him, sending him all kinds of letters and notes, some of it downright naughty. He taught history at the local school, and his greatest passion was mythology. 

There was also Aunt Clara, whom the relatives nicknamed Clarinette. For a while she had struggled to get rid of this impossible name, because she was an extremely important person, or so she thought. But her efforts to get rid of this cheeky analogy, which a cousin of hers had made after a summer vacation, had no effect. It was that vacation when Benjamin and Madison, who lived in Miami, came to her house for two weeks after arguing about every possible and impossible subject. Clara declared war on the cousins who had the audacity to rummage through her personal belongings, and Madison wore her clothes without asking. Clara protested several times, but her mother, Sarah, would not accept her complaints under any circumstances. Instead of bringing them closer together, Sarah made them fight even more, and for another week of the cousins' vacation, they did nothing but call each other names. But the two siblings, Ben and Madison, doubled down, and by the end of their vacation, Clara was none other than Cousin Clarinette.

Mr. Sharp's Aunt Clarinette was that impossible creature, all she could think about was cleaning and how to criticize him. 

But now the aunt was on vacation in Banff. Mr. Sharp walked down the street and remembered how it all started. If the aunt wasn't home, was this the time to do something crazy? But what would that be? A strong wind blew in the morning as he opened the window and tried to drink his hot coffee on the porch. The wind smelled of winter and even though it was no less than 30 degrees Celsius outside, from that moment on, all he could think about was winter. Liam went back to his room and started to get his helmet, gloves and goggles out of the suitcase under his bed. Then he looked for his skates. But they were nowhere to be found; where could they be? 


-  Heaven forbid, Helios, the Titan with all his brothers and sisters if this isn't pure misfortune! By all the palace of Helios of gold, if there was not a brand-new pair of skates in that suitcase!



Soaked with sweat, Liam sat back in his chair, grabbed a soda from the fridge and began to think. Where could his skates be? For a moment, he considered calling his aunt and asking her, but his sensitive ear couldn't hear the shrill screams. Most likely, Aunt Clarinette was at the spa with one of her girlfriends, or rather, one of his new girlfriends. Wherever she went, this woman surrounded herself with dozens of friends whom she visited, or worse, who visited her at home. Actually, it's inappropriate to say her house, because he lived in the basement, in a one-room apartment attached to the lavish garage, while upstairs, on a whole level, Aunt Clarinette lived in luxury. Not only did this infamous creature have four bedrooms and plenty of space to live in, but when you least expected it, she would descend into Mr. Sharp's quarters and, without asking his permission, clean his room. That wasn't so bad, but when he needed something, he couldn't find it because his aunt had either moved it or thrown it away. Sure enough, she had given his brand-new skates to a friend who had a nephew who complained that his skates were too small.

Around half past ten, Liam Sharp decided to leave the house with the stated purpose of making an unscheduled visit to a large sporting goods store. He hurried to the closet and discovered that all of his clothes were either very dirty or almost very dirty. In other words, no one had washed them, and after several days of wearing them in the infernal heat, they were no longer wearable. Auntie's excessive care and compulsive behavior had its advantages. He had become accustomed to opening the closet door and seeing all the shirts ironed and laid out in stripes, all the trousers pressed and brushed, without a lint on them. In front of him, in all its glory, was his brown Sunday suit, the one Aunt Clarinette had bought him and made him wear when they both went to church. 

He made a quick decision: he put on the suit and looked for a tie to match. Eventually he found a dull one, but that didn't matter because today he was going skating and breaking his addiction to listening to his aunt. Yes, he knew it was the 15th of July, but the goddess of luck would be with him. He started walking to calm his nerves, and the farther he got from the house, the freer he felt. He could tell that he felt a huge weight lifting from his shoulders, even though he had forgotten for days what it was like to listen to his aunt's endless chatter and her need to constantly exert control over him. 


-  So, what if I go skating? It's my problem, it's not a horror, it's the choice I made as an adult. You can go to the hot springs in Banff, if they have them, or the hot tub and drink wine with your new girlfriends! Yeah, you do that! And I'm free to skate like the truly independent young man that I am!



Liam realized he was talking to himself on the street, but no one was paying attention; most people probably thought the young man had a pair of headphones in his ear and was talking on the phone. 

Outside the sporting goods store, his anger subsided. Sometimes it was good to have someone else looking out for him, thought the young man, who hadn't eaten a cooked meal in days and whose closet was a mess. But there was a line outside the store, and people were standing quietly in the hot sun. He got in line and struck up a conversation with an older gentleman who was puffing away every five seconds.


-  No offense, Liam said, but why is everyone standing in line? 

-  That's absurd, sir, the man in front of him replied. It's outrageous. There are all kinds of discounts, sporting goods at 75 percent, some at 85 percent, so you realize why there's a line. But what I don't understand is why they won't let us in. 



Liam regretted asking this rude gentleman, who touched his shoulder and chest several times while gesturing. The gentleman also spoke loudly and sometimes spat. So, Liam took a step back so he wouldn't be so close to the angry, loud man's big mouth. He tried not to continue the conversation, but it seemed to his new acquaintance that the conversation had just begun.


-  I'm Mr. Ward, first name Kieran, but you call me Mr. Ward because I'm older than you, I might even be your father. Yes, yes, young people today don't know what respect is. What's your name?



Liam wanted to tell him what his name was, but the great Zeus of Olympus, who was this chubby guy to interfere in his life?! Then he started making things up, like he did when Aunt Clarinette caught him doing something he wasn't supposed to.


-  My name, Mr. Ward, is Agenor.

-  What kind of a name is that? I've never heard such a name in my life, Mr. Ward scowled at Liam. 

-  It's a Greek name, my grandparents after my father are Greek, Liam was quick to lie. 

-  And what's your last name? the man became even more curious.

-  Well... it's Sinon, Liam fumbled.

-  Your name is Sinon? I've never heard of that! Strange, very strange! I mean, Mr. Agenor, you're with me now, and I'll take care of this mess. 

-  What do you mean, Mr. Ward? Liam marvels.

-  So, no one knows when these 85% cuts start and end! I saw the workers and their families whispering to each other. They're all talking to each other, it's a real conspiracy.



Liam Sharp is getting more and more confused; it was clear that the man in front of him was out of his mind.


-  I don't think it's a conspiracy, Liam mused more to himself than to the gentleman in front of him. 

-  Yes, it is a conspiracy, but you are young! I know, I was young once! Yes, it's a conspiracy and you don't believe it! I didn't believe it either, the fat man continued. Let me explain. I live no more and no less than six and a half minutes away from that store. So, I walk by all the time, I walk by every day, sir, and I don't know how the hell it happens, but I never get a discount. All these fantastic discounts start and end without customers like you and me being informed. Yesterday I came by and there was no one here, this morning I came by and what do you know? No discount! It's only now, when no one knew, that they started the discount. Luckily, I was passing by and saw it.



Liam was very annoyed by this character, who made him feel strangely anxious. He thought about leaving, but before he could make a clear decision, the clerk called out the next four people, so Mr. Ward grabbed him by the shoulder and pushed him into the store. 


-  Say thank you! That girl wanted to get in before you! It was you and me and the two skunk-smelling guys in front of us. We were in line to get in. And then you hesitated and someone else took your place. Sorry, I didn't ask, what are you looking for in the store? 



While waiting, Mr. Ward moved his tongue very slowly, in a circular motion, between his teeth and gums, which Liam found totally disgusting. 


-  Well, I want a pair of skates, Liam replied. 

-  Skates you say you want, Mr. Ward mused, thinking and trying to visualize the winter goods aisle. "Okay, I know, upstairs, follow me up the escalator. Hurry, if you're lucky we'll find another pair of skates.



When they reached the winter gear section, the two of them started looking through several boxes of skates, but they were either children's or size 11 or 12. 


-  What are you wearing, Agenor? Mr. Ward stopped sweating from the effort of searching through the boxes. 

-  Number ten, Liam said, increasingly embarrassed by the man who had invaded his privacy and carried him around like his father. 

-  Yes, you wear the number ten, but on skates you know it's different, you must subtract another number, even half a number. All I could find was an eight. Come on, sit down here and see if your foot fits.



Mr. Ward had managed to attract the attention of all the employees and customers upstairs. He spoke loudly, in a hoarse voice; he was all over the place, gesticulating and randomly bumping into boxes or the shelf the boxes were on. Liam sat down in a chair and kicked off his shoes. He tried to get his foot in, but couldn't. Mr. Ward grabbed the skate and pulled the laces. 


-  That's the way to try, not with a tight lace. Come on, Mr. Ward urged him. Get your foot in the crystal conch, Cinderella!



A roar of laughter echoed through the sporting goods store. 

Despite Liam's best efforts, the foot wouldn't go into the skate. 


-  That's it, tough luck, sir, you can't say I didn't try, Mr. Ward continued. Wait till I ask the salesmen if they have another pair in stock. 



Liam put on his shoes and thought about running away, but all those dozens of stares kept him glued to his chair. 


-  Come on dad, dinner's ready, Liam called after making sure Mr. Ward didn't hear him. Let's go home because Mother's burning asparagus again. 



Another roar of laughter swept through the store; people relaxed, and everyone continued shopping. Liam congratulated himself on having such an inspiration. Obviously, it wasn't his lucky day. Agenor, the great king of Tyre, couldn't find the skates. Poseidon, his father, was apparently lost in the depths of the ocean, unable to answer his son Agenor's calls. He began to smile. He, a professor of history and a lover of Greek mythology and more, played such mind games.

But where could Mr. Ward be? Maybe now was the best time to leave, but he figured that without skates his plan would never come to fruition anyway. Maybe this would be a time to spend some more time with the chubby guy he was starting to like a little. Besides, it was very hot outside, and the air in the shop was the best remedy for a day when everything around him was melting away. He waited for more than 20 minutes, during which time the floor of the sporting goods store emptied of shoppers. 


-  Serves them right, Mr. Ward puffed with satisfaction, holding a piece of paper like a diploma. I reached the store manager! I complained to him, and here's the proof, this is my complaint, it’s a copy of my complaint. Let's see what else I can buy. 



The two of them went through the aisles, but the 85% off products had it written all over them: Out of stock. 


-  Well, you and me both, Mr. Agenor, we came for nothing. So, what do we do now? 

-  Mr. Ward, I was thinking of going home, skating is out of the question anyway. And I've got this crazy urge to scatter little bits of ice when I do a pirouette, or when I stop suddenly and the skates squeak on my feet.

-  Too bad, sir, said the fellow, and he fell into thought. Hey, come on, I've got an idea, see if you don't like it. I live six and a half minutes from here, but if we pick up the pace, we'll be there in five. I think I have a pair of skates. They're not new, but if they fit, I'd be happy to give them to you. Come and try them on so you don't feel like you've come all this way for nothing.



Liam was surprised at how fast Mr. Ward was walking. He struggled to keep up, and by the time he was ready to strike up a conversation, the two of them were standing in front of a magnificent mansion, with a spacious courtyard and an entrance where two lions sat imperturbably. 


-  You like lions, Liam found himself saying.

-  Oh, no, this is my Aunt Mary's house; she lives on a farm not far from here. I've had some trouble with my wife, I've had no place to live, and I can use this house, but I don't know for how long; at any moment my aunt may tell me to leave her house, or perhaps, in a gesture of goodwill, which is not like her, she may make a donation in my name and leave the house to me.



Liam thought about how lucky some people are. Aunt Clarinette would barely let him live in her little basement apartment; she wouldn't even let him up to her house when she was away. And this chubby fellow lived in luxury and opulence. The two lions didn't look like much from the street, but as Liam walked past them, he marveled at the detail and care with which they had been created, and the base read: "Baker Family Home". 

The two entered the house. A large, spacious hallway lay ahead of them, and light streamed in from a window above the doorway that made one think of a cathedral. The house was elegantly decorated, and the staircase leading upstairs was adorned with a banister inlaid with gold ornaments. The chandelier in front of the staircase was imposing, with several arms like the tentacles of an octopus, adorned with electrical ornaments in the form of candles and crystals that sparkled and created a fairytale atmosphere. Liam thought to himself that this chandelier must have weighed about 200 pounds and thought about all the forces that had been used to get this chandelier into the position it was in now. 

Liam marveled at how beautiful this house was. Aunt Clarinette had a house that could be considered a real palace, but this was something else. Mr. Ward's house had refinement and elegance, style and something extra. On the walls hung a series of old gold-framed paintings, depicting summer landscapes with nature dressed in vibrant colors. 

Mr. Ward invited him into the upstairs study, and as he climbed the stairs, Liam carefully admired the decor, noting the beautiful long black velvet drapes, the old and probably extremely valuable furniture, and the large and extremely soft Persian rug underfoot.

––––––––
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MORE CURIOUS ABOUT the look of the whole house, Liam let himself be led through several bedrooms decorated in the same classical style. In front of them was a huge hall with marble floors and leather armchairs, and in the back was a library containing several thousand volumes, all covered in leather. To the right of the room was a white grand piano that had probably belonged to Aunt Mary and that Liam suspected no one had played in a long time. Next to this room was Mr. Ward's office, a small room with a dull desk and a laptop on it. The floor was the same white marble as the reception room upstairs, and the walls were wallpapered with a dark material he hadn't seen before. 


-  This is where I feel most at home, in my little room. I don't really like luxury, Mr. Ward said. "We have always been a simple family; perhaps many would have been glad to have a house like this left to them by an aunt whom I had hardly heard of in my childhood. I, however, would not have been so happy. This house, or whatever you want to call it, is more trouble than joy. But never mind, let's go to the garage.



Curious about what the garage might look like and what old cars might be in there, Liam turned in front of Mr. Ward and walked down the stairs to wait for him on the first level.


-  This way, Mr. Ward said, leading him into a room that could hold at least three cars. But there was no sign of a car; the whole room was full of boxes in perfect order. 



It seemed that in all that jumble of boxes on shelves, Mr. Ward knew exactly what and where they were. He quickly found his way around and pulled a box from a shelf on the right and found the pair of skates in the back. 


-  Mr. Agenor, here are the skates. These are number 9, actually you wear number 10 on your shoes and number 9 on your skates. Now, I want to tell you that those skates have a history. They have cost me over $18 million.
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