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A sudden disaster
strikes everyone’s favourite ice cream shop, With A Kick. Not only
does it threaten the livelihood of its owner, Patrick, but also his
loyal assistant Lee. The last thing in the world Patrick would ever
want to do is hurt Lee, either physically or emotionally. Why would
he? He’s been falling in love with Lee since the day Lee invited
himself into the shop’s business and Patrick’s life. But familiar
and deeply-held insecurities hold Patrick back – he’s too gruff for
Lee, too old, and his labour-of-love business is never going to
make him rich.

Lee is weary of trying
to make Patrick see how much he admires and cares for him. To Lee,
it’s a very straightforward situation. Patrick is sexy, Patrick is
smart, Patrick needs Lee’s help – and Lee needs Patrick in his life
as more than a boss. All the characteristics Patrick finds
inhibiting, Lee finds attractive. However, if Patrick’s apparently
never going to make a move on Lee, how long should Lee wait to make
his own move? Maybe Patrick thinks Lee is too clingy, too immature.
Maybe Lee should give up his romantic hopes completely. If, that
is, he can bear to do it.

The disaster at the
shop brings them a whole new opportunity to work – and love –
together to make a go of things. They’ve both got to look at each
other in a whole new way. With the help of all their With A Kick
friends, this could be make or break for the reluctant
couple!
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Patrick Reilly never knew what
possessed him to take an unscheduled jog around Soho that
particular morning.

He woke a
whole hour before his alarm sounded, without any idea why, and even
though he contemplated taking a longer than usual shower before he
started work at With A
Kick, he didn’t bother turning on the water
in his flat above the shop. An early breakfast didn’t appeal,
either. Yet he was restless for some reason. So he shrugged into
sweatpants, a tee shirt and hoodie, and loped
downstairs.

His cafe was
as quiet as it ever was, first thing in the morning, even though it
was in the centre of Soho and the habitual twenty four hour London
life continued regardless on the streets outside. At this early
hour, however, there were few travellers or tourists to hang around
outside the shops, even at With A
Kick, with its tempting menu of alcoholic
ice cream. With barely a glimpse around the cafe area—he’d deal
with setting up for the day’s business when he got back—he let
himself out of the shop and went for a jog.

Patrick liked this time of
morning in London. It was still too cold in February to do without
a jacket and scarf, but otherwise he savoured the onset of spring
and the pale, bright sun that glistened off the pavements. He took
deep, regular breaths, measuring a circular route around
Shaftesbury Avenue and Charing Cross Road, pacing himself slower
than he would have done when he was younger. It allowed him to take
proper note of life happening around him. His friends preferred to
travel to St James Park or Green Park, and run around a greener
space, but Patrick lived and belonged here in Soho, and never
sought anywhere else. He absorbed the exotic mixture of a new day’s
aroma: diesel taxi fumes, the crinkled pages of old books, grocery
store spices, lingering pub beer, and fried food being cooked at
the fast food venues already awake and serving breakfast. He wasn’t
a man to wax lyrical at the best of times, but he loved London with
a passion.

Sufficiently
exercised and with his appetite now fully awake and clamouring for
coffee and food, he cut through the streets towards home. Turning
the final corner, he slowed to a brisk walk, then stopped. He
leaned on a street lamp, regaining his breath and easing his
muscles. The front window of With A
Kick was already in view with its stylish
red paintwork and matching awning. Patrick took a moment longer
just to stand and look at it. Every day was the same: the feelings
of pride and excitement just as strong. Only a few years ago, he’d
been a teacher, aiming for Assistant Head, and planning out the
twenty-odd years to early retirement. Good
grief. What a boring life in comparison to
now!

He laughed wryly to himself.
Amazing how ambition could be kickstarted by the end of a
lacklustre romance and a previously secure job slipping away.
Eighteen months ago, he’d been saddened but not surprised by his
boyfriend Rafe moving on—they’d been drifting more out than into
each other’s life for months. He’d also seen the writing on the
wall about his school having to make redundancies. It had still
surprised him how willingly he accepted his when it was offered.
He’d always thought of himself as a man who planned and relied on a
steady routine, yet in the space of a couple of months, he found
himself single again, out of work and slightly depressed from the
culture shock. It was as if the whole bloody world had crashed, as
opposed to… what? ‘An opportunity for new adventures and new
challenges’, his late dad would have said. His dad had always been
a glass-half-full man. Patrick remembered him fondly.

Then things had slowly but
steadily fallen into place for him. Now he was an entrepreneur of
sorts and, look, his latest ice cream creations were displayed in
the window of his own shop, on one of Lee’s brightly coloured
posters!

Lee.

That was
another thing that never changed: the small lurch of excitement in
his gut when he thought of his friend and assistant in
With A Kick. Patrick
sighed, not at the overall thought of Lee—and Lee’s youth, and good
looks, and energy, and cheeky jokes, and slim hips that he swayed
outrageously when he was showing off in the shop, and that
sexy, sexy grin…
anyway, not all that, which Patrick had to admit never ceased to
cheer him up every morning in the shop. No, the sigh was for the
thoughts that inevitably followed. The ones that reminded him he
hadn’t found much success with romance, that he was much older than
Lee, much less good looking in a very bear-y type of way, much more
tired of life, and with a grin that he couldn’t ever remember
anyone saying was sexy…

Good
God. Enough self-pity for the morning! Lee
had plenty of attention from other guys, he didn’t need his
nearly-forty year old boss coming onto him as well like some
besotted, horny teenager. Besides, Patrick had his commitment to
the business to keep him busy, and that was no hardship now that
they were starting to make proper money. Yes, when he thought
of With A Kick, he
did think of “they”. Lee and he were together in running the shop,
at least.

“Patrick! Good
morning.”

Patrick turned
and recognised Mr Amsel from the German café across the way, waving
at him. Next to the elderly shopkeeper, a wiry young man
straightened up from where he’d been crouching beside a pile of
boxes. He was also smiling. Patrick waved back at them both. The
community spirit among his fellow traders was one of the best
things in his life nowadays. The young man, Curtis, was a regular
supplier and odd-job man for all of the businesses around here, and
Patrick made a mental note to chat to him about replacement
tablecloths. Lee had suggested a funkier design, to match a range
of ice cream flavours based on musical styles that Patrick was
working on at the moment. And if anyone could get something new and
unusual for the shop at a good price, it’d be Curtis. Patrick
wasn’t in the mood for negotiation before his morning coffee, but
he was sure Curtis would call into With A
Kick later on for a mug of tea and a ‘Pluck
and Play’, his favourite ice. He’d talk to him then.

He glanced
back down the road, where the With A
Kick shop-front light had just flickered
on. Lee must be in early today. Patrick thought he’d declared it
was his turn to open up, but he had to admit the thought of Lee
bustling around inside the shop had Patrick happily quickening his
step.

An alleyway
ran down the side of the shop to the kitchen exit, and by the time
he reached it, he’d decided they should talk to Curtis about
getting some new shot glasses too. Bookings for adults-only, night
time parties at With A Kick
were really taking off. Out of the corner of his
eye, he registered the kitchen light snapping on as well, and the
thought of a hot, strong cup of coffee warmed his thoughts. Maybe
Mr A would like to quote Patrick for some hot party snacks as
well—

The
sudden boom took
his breath away: a burst of deep, throaty noise, gusting the air
past Patrick’s head like the kick back from a jet. A mini tornado,
belching without warning from the kitchen door, and bursting up the
alleyway and onto the street.

Rubbish bags,
stacked against With A
Kick’s outside wall, tumbled and rolled as
if tossed by giant hands. Loose packaging swirled up in a murky
maelstrom, spinning and spiralling into the sky. A pavement display
clattered to the ground across the road, and a passing bicycle
swerved sharply in front of Patrick with a screech of brakes. A dog
started barking furiously.

Patrick had been thrown
backwards into the street, and staggered, trying to keep his
balance. Someone behind him screamed; he watched the shocked
cyclist’s mouth make the shape of “What the fuck was that?” His
eyes stung; his hearing was muffled. A youngster began to wail
loudly. Stunned for those few seconds, Patrick was unable to move,
unable to think clearly. Voices reached him, but all the words were
garbled.

His brain
switched back into gear with instinctive horror.
Oh God, no! First, the
flash of light in the kitchen and then the explosive noise, swiftly
on its heels. Light switch… spark… ignition! He knew about
electrics, but his mind was reluctant—too appalled—to make the
association. The crack of sound still reverberated, and air
shimmered like it did on a very hot day. Small fragments of ash and
dust floated in the air in front of him and he began to cough. A
thicker cloud of it, trapped in the alley, obscured the view
through to the back door of the shop.

His shop. His and Lee’s
shop.

Lee!

He tasted
blood. Shit! He’d
bitten through his lip, and his cheek itched from unconscious tears
trickling down his face.

He started
running towards the front of With A
Kick.
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Patrick couldn’t believe how
bloody difficult he found it to get to his own shop. A crowd formed
on the pavement outside almost immediately.

“What
happened?”

“Was it a
bomb?”

“Is there
anyone inside?”

The cries reeked of panic: the
people blocked his path. Who were they all? He recognised a couple
of shopkeepers, the rest he assumed were passing commuters.

“Keep back!”
someone yelled. Over the heads of everyone in front of him, Patrick
saw Curtis struggling to keep everyone at a safe distance from the
door. “I called 999!”

Beside Curtis, Mr Amstel
twisted his head from side to side. Was he searching for Patrick?
When Patrick lifted a hand to catch his attention, both Mr A and
Curtis looked relieved. Patrick pushed through to the front of the
crowd. His palms were sweaty, his mouth dry. His heart was
hammering hard enough to hurt.

One of the front windows had
splintered into a web of cracks and the café area inside was fogged
with dust. Chairs had toppled over onto their side, and everything
on top of the counter had been swept onto the floor. Even the heavy
coffee machine they used for customers’ orders had been knocked
sideways on its shelf, and was now balanced perilously with one
foot off the edge. Patrick peered farther in: the door to the
kitchen swung on broken hinges, its glass visibility panel cracked
right across.

And behind that, tall flames
flickered, shockingly red and orange against the grey smoke.

“Get out of my
way!” Patrick roared.

“No!” Curtis
hung onto the sleeve of Patrick’s coat, trying to hold him back.
“Don’t go in, you bloody idiot, it was an explosion! The police and
fire brigade’s on its way—”

“Lee’s in
there!”

“What the
fuck?” Curtis pulled back.

Patrick didn’t
bother with any more explanation, let alone civility. He pushed
open the door and stumbled into the shop. The smells hit him at
once: the pungency of burning electrics, followed swiftly by the
acrid smoke of a fire. He kept a small fire extinguisher by the
counter which he grabbed up on his way to the kitchen. “Lee! Can
you hear me? Are you there? Lee!”

Over the
hubbub outside the shop and sirens in the background, Patrick
strained to hear any reply. Nothing. He kicked the broken kitchen
door aside, activated the extinguisher and charged into the room.
The smoke was at its heaviest here, plus a nauseating stink of gas
that seeped into Patrick’s nostrils. The fire was over by the
preparation counter, where linens and napkins had been piled up for
the laundry. A spark must have fallen on them, and the fabric had
quickly combusted. The flames licked up the wall, blackening it,
but they didn’t seem to have spread farther into the room. The
explosion had blown out the kitchen window, and luckily the wind
had drawn them in that direction.

Patrick aimed
the extinguisher at the source of the fire. He was coughing badly
by now, revolted by the stink. They kept another extinguisher by
the sink, and he wondered briefly whether to use that as well.
Better to be safe than sorry, Lee always said. But where the
hell was Lee?

And then he saw him, huddled on
the floor behind the small table they often sat at to take their
lunch. Lee hadn’t even got as far as the counter where the coffee
machine was. He’d obviously been blown back against the near wall,
where the shop’s large fridges stood. He wasn’t moving.

Lee?

The gas boiler
on the opposite wall gave a mournful creak: the sound of buckled
metal cooling down. It hung crookedly, its front panel sooty and
dented. Lee hadn’t had time to unfold the collapsible chairs for
him and Patrick to have their coffee together: they were in a
toppled heap. The mug Lee always used—the bright blue one with a
hideous cartoon snowman from some movie called Frozen—had been blown off the table
and lay smashed on the floor beside him.

Lee!

Patrick rushed to Lee’s side.
One of the fridges listed dangerously to one side, looming over
Lee’s body. If that fell, Lee would be crushed like an eggshell.
Patrick was struggling to breathe by now, but that may have been
less to do with the residual gas than the fact his heart was
clamouring to climb out of his throat with fear. In the background
he heard the crackle of new fire: the small extinguisher hadn’t
been enough. Should he fetch the other one, or see to Lee
first?

Someone
shouted behind him, probably at
him. “Sir? Please move out of the room! There may
be other hazards.”

Other hazards? Patrick didn’t
fucking care! If anything else threatened Lee, he’d be right there
beside him, and would bloody well bring him out to safety. He
turned his back to the fridge, dropped to his knees, and prepared
to drag Lee away from the wall. Lee’s eyes were closed, his mouth
too. His chest didn’t seem to be lifting at all. He was a dead
weight and Patrick suddenly wondered, with horror, if he’d be able
to lift him.

A heavy, gloved hand landed on
his shoulder. “Sir? We’ll do that. You must get out.”

“I can’t see
him breathing,” Patrick said to the fireman who loomed over him. He
couldn’t hear his own voice properly. Was he shouting? “Maybe he’s
hit his head on the edge of the fridge.”

“The
paramedics are outside as well, sir. They’ll bring him out safely.
You mustn’t move him on your own.” Two other firemen in breathing
masks ran into the kitchen. One of them turned his hose onto the
smoking pile of linens, while the other helped Patrick quickly to
his feet. A third fireman ran in and, after a few shouted updates
between his colleagues, moved to steady the fridge.

Patrick wanted to laugh: it
must have been hysteria. Lee loved TV programmes and movies with
firemen. His cheeks went pink when he described the sight of those
tight navy tee shirts. He’d be furious at missing the sexy action
right in front of him.

The fireman peered at him,
concerned. “Are you having trouble breathing? Can you walk?”

“Of course I
can bloody walk!” Patrick snapped, his eyes still on Lee’s
unresponsive face.

“Then get the
hell out of here,” the fireman said firmly. “Get yourself checked
out by the medics, and let us do our job.”
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Patrick sat in St Mary’s
Hospital Accident and Emergency department like a human island,
isolated in the middle of a sea of activity. People came and went
around him, the PA system announced various doctors to various
rooms, and his plastic cup of machine coffee went cold.

Lee had been in with the doctor
for ages. Patrick had called Lee’s parents in Essex, but they were
away in Scotland visiting family, and were still several hours away
by train. The hospital wouldn’t let him in to see Lee, not being a
family member, but they kindly kept him informed. When there was
anything to be informed about, that was.

Patrick’s best
friend Bryan—also the business’ accountant—had arrived at
With A Kick just as the
ambulance was driving Lee away to the nearest hospital, and he
quickly took charge. His boyfriend Phiz was with him, and Phiz and
Curtis were despatched to find notice-boards to put up in front of
the shop, to keep people out. The police arrived shortly after the
fire service, and helped them board up the window and door. Mr
Amstel insisted he’d sit outside the shop all day if needs be, to
keep a watch on it—for looters, my dear
boy—and Phiz assured Patrick that their
friends would be on site to help, twenty-four seven. The kitchen
had borne the brunt of the explosion, the blast carrying out into
the alleyway, but the fire brigade and police had to check the
safety of the whole building before anyone could venture back in.
Patrick had only the clothes he stood up in, unable to get into his
flat above the shop to collect any belongings.

“Patrick,”
Bryan had said to him, with that firm but careful tone of his. “Buy
clothes, buy whatever you need. Book a hotel room for tonight.
Don’t worry about things like that. We’re all here to help sort it
out.”

“You can stay
with us!” Phiz blurted out. “There’s room, isn’t there Bryan?” He
barely gave Bryan time to smile and nod before he gabbled on. “We
can look after you, Patrick, and Lee too, when he’s out of
hospital, I spent some time as a health care assistant, you know?
I’m sure I haven’t forgotten all that stuff, and if not, there’s
one of the guys at the house I used to share, well, Curtis knows
him too, his sister’s a nurse—or maybe she’s a receptionist?—but
anyway, she knows all about medical things, and we can get in some
extra bedding, and a spare TV, and Bryan can afford to have the
heating turned up to keep you warm, not that he lets me do that
when I’m working at home, because he says it keeps me alert and
extra sensitive, all ready for—”

Bryan coughed and put a hand on
Phiz’s arm. Unrestrained, Phiz could chatter
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