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Bryan Harrison is a successful accountant and
a man who admires order and self-discipline. It’s a startling break
from his routine when he literally bumps into Phiz Bussman outside
With A Kick. Phiz’s lifestyle and behaviour are in complete
contrast to Bryan’s, and appear totally chaotic. But they each
recognise something in the other that they need.

 


Bryan has been helping With A Kick with its
financial difficulties, and is finding it difficult to balance his
professional persona with friendship with the owners. But then he’s
always found it tricky to expose his more vulnerable feelings. His
cool facade hides loneliness: he believes he’ll never find a lover
who accepts and welcomes his secret desire.

 


Whereas Phiz is all about exposure! He’s
defined by his cheerful but clumsy liveliness, his open-hearted
emotions, and his physical needs. Despite that, he’s lonely as
well. He craves someone who will help him bring purpose and focus
into his life, and admits freely he needs a firm hand – in every
way.

 


If they can both accept a friendship that’s
destined for more, Bryan may be just the man to provide it.
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 To all the With A Kick readers, and lovers of ice cream,
everywhere.


 CHAPTER ONE

 


 It
appeared to be the start of a quiet day in With A Kick.
Bryan Harrison sat at a table at the back of the shop with a
half-empty coffee cup and painful anticipation in the base of his
gut. He was the only customer, and had been since he arrived. He
wished he hadn’t worn his dark charcoal suit to this visit—to
anyone peering through the window, he’d look like an
undertaker.

And wasn’t that some kind of twisted
joke.

He examined the ice cream sundae in front of
him and fought back a grimace. Rum Barbarella, it was fancifully
named. Not that he didn’t like ice cream. He couldn’t have been
friends with Patrick Reilly, the proprietor of With A Kick,
for as long as he had without being converted to Patrick’s bold and
perfectly balanced recipes. The man had a creative gift which Bryan
appreciated since, personally, he’d never really moved beyond
creating spaghetti sauces and the occasional fruit jelly. But ice
cream seemed too frivolous and too delicious a dish to have on hand
for his business at the shop today. This one had a generous portion
of white rum, tropical fruits, and was a particularly lurid orange
colour. A long ribbon of orange peel was curled on top in the shape
of—it couldn’t be, could it?—a woman’s breasts.

Bryan sighed to himself and took a second
run at fighting the grimace. Presumably the customers around Soho
got the joke better than he did. He knew he wasn’t brilliant at
popular culture. Dan had always enjoyed telling him he was stuck in
the last century. Bryan couldn’t remember when that had turned from
being a fond tease to a bitter criticism.

“Everything okay, sir?”

Bryan glanced up and managed a polite smile
of assent to the bright, helpful assistant. Bryan knew Lee quite
well, of course. The blond young man always seemed to be on duty,
though if anyone knew how much—or how little—the business allowed
for staff costs, it’d be Bryan. As their accountant, he was only
too well aware of the tight budget. The “sir” was a nice touch,
too, even though Lee knew his name. Bryan tried not to lay too much
store on the resonance the word set up in him.

He watched Lee bustle around the tables,
wiping the surfaces and rearranging paper napkin holders.
Finding something to do. Idly, Bryan lifted the orange peel
off his ice cream and watched it unravel, then coil back when he
dropped it on the table. It had a rather sensual twist to it, now
he considered it more closely. He shook himself internally,
determined to stay on topic. No personal needs were to creep into
his daily life. Being single wasn’t as bad as everyone made out,
and work kept him busy, after all. Besides, he was on a mission
today.

To Bryan’s surprise, Lee slid into the seat
opposite. He shifted a couple of times on the soft cloth cushion,
and Bryan suspected it wasn’t only because he was a naturally
lively person. “It’s usually a lot busier than this,” Lee said. He
sounded defensive.

Bryan nodded. Slightly against his better
judgement, he was savouring the buzz in his mouth from the
alcoholic mango ice cream. He wondered how many of these they could
sell before a customer risked losing his or her footing on the
Leicester Square escalator. The insurance claim would be a
nightmare.

“So you’re here for…?” Lee had on his most
obvious customer-service smile, as if determined not to show any
other, more personal emotion.

“Just passing,” Bryan said. Did that sound
as lame as he imagined? “I’m hoping Patrick has some time to chat.”
They’d been friends long before Patrick had bought the shop and
went into business on his own. They used to call in on each other
regularly. And there was nothing wrong with chatting as friends as
well as business colleagues, was there?

As if summoned by Bryan’s thoughts, Patrick
suddenly appeared behind Lee. For a brief moment, he rested a hand
on Lee’s shoulder. There was definite possessiveness in the touch.
It piqued Bryan’s interest. Were they a couple? He’d always thought
Patrick was too serious a man to fall for a youngster like Lee, but
you never knew.

“Lee, there’s a delivery from the
wholesaler,” Patrick said quietly. “Please go and check it in for
me.”

Lee frowned, but he stood at once. His quick
glance at Patrick was both worried and fierce. Bryan recognised
protectiveness when he saw it. Strong support was another point in
Patrick’s favour in weathering the storms of twenty first century
commerce. Whether that would be enough was another matter.

Patrick took Lee’s spot in the chair. “It’s
good to see you, Bryan, as always. Though your call was a bit
mysterious.”

“I know. Sorry. I was just passing, but I
thought I’d let you know in advance I was dropping in.” Bryan saw
scepticism flicker in the other man’s eyes. Patrick was more
difficult to fool than Lee, of course. He knew With A Kick
was never going to be on the way to Bryan’s flat in Southfields,
and most of Bryan’s other clients were south of the river. Bryan
cleared his throat. “How are you doing?”

Patrick raised an eyebrow. “Me or the
business?”

Bryan inwardly sighed. Yes, Patrick was way
too sharp to miss the signals. This wasn’t going to be an easy
meeting. “You, to start with. You look well. Are you seeing
someone?”

Patrick leant back in the chair. His gaze
darted over to the counter where Lee was huffing over opening a
large box of paper napkins. “No. No time for it. And I know I look
knackered, Bryan, so don’t bother with the platitudes.”

“I didn’t mean–”

Patrick sighed aloud and ran a hand through
his cropped hair.“Sorry, that was snappy of me. It’s just been a
very busy time.” He peered at Bryan. “And what about you? If you
don’t mind me saying, you’re looking a bit drawn yourself.”

No, of course Bryan didn’t mind him saying:
that’s what long-time friends did. But on the other hand, he didn’t
really want to be reminded of what faced him in the shaving mirror
most mornings nowadays. “Same as you, I suspect. Too much work, too
little time.” He forced a smile.

“That’s not all, is it?”

“What do you mean?”

Patrick’s cheeks were flushed. “Someone told
me they saw Dan, back here in London. Are you coping all
right?”

A sudden silence fell around them. Bryan
wanted to shout aloud that it wasn’t an issue of how he was
coping. He’d had plenty of time to come to terms with the
split, hadn’t he? It was his own fault if he hadn’t spent that time
either wisely or successfully. All that actually came out of him
was a soft huff of breath. He glanced down at his hands and saw
he’d curled them into fists on the table top. There was a single,
melting drop of ice cream beside his discarded spoon. “It’s water
under the bridge. We haven’t been an item for a long time.”

“I know. I just—”

“Patrick, I need to talk to you about the
business. About With A Kick.”

Patrick didn’t protest the sudden change of
subject. He nodded, as if shifting mentally into being a client,
not just a friend. Bryan felt even worse. But he liked Patrick and,
particularly because of that, he needed to make sure that Patrick
understood the commercial issues of their meeting.

“Did you get the letter from
Ellerfields?”

Patrick’s lips compressed further. “Yes, I
did. Apparently you did too.”

“I assume they copied me in on it as your
accountant. They’re threatening to take legal action on the
account, and I don’t think it’s a bluff.”

“I’ll be sending out payment soon,” Patrick
said. His face tightened. “It’s a misunderstanding, that’s all. Lee
arranged better terms with Steve Ellerfield last month, but no one
seems to have processed it on their system.”

Bryan nodded, but it was more or less an
empty gesture, just was expected of him. He’d heard many, many
explanations and excuses in his career. He wasn’t accusing Patrick
of lying, but there was such a thing as being in denial. “The
debt’s overdue. Beyond 120 days, apparently, according to Steve’s
credit control. They’ve been treating you as a special case.” They
both knew Steve Ellerfield. He supplied kitchen equipment to many
of the catering businesses in the area. He wasn’t known for
leniency in his trading terms, but he’d been eager to support
Patrick when he set up With A Kick. He’d brought his family
there more than a few times, too.

“Normally I’d argue I don’t need to be
treated as a special case,” Patrick said. His voice was hoarse.
“But we’ve had a low couple of weeks. One of the cabinets needed
repair. I had to update our computer software when we had that
virus. And Lee had an accident with the bowls last week. We had to
replace a whole box.” He glanced at Bryan. “I know. The one thing
you always told me was to keep control of the cash flow. But
sometimes that can’t be helped, you know?”

They were both silent for more than a few
moments.

“I need more time,” Patrick said at last.
“It can be done, but not for another month or so.”

Bryan nodded, keeping his doubts
private.

“Can you negotiate with Steve Ellerfield?”
Patrick’s voice held an edge of desperation. “You can talk figures
better than I can.”

“It’s not really my place.”

“What is your place, then?” Patrick frowned,
as if he were trying to find the right words.“You do appreciate the
situation, don’t you? I mean, I consider you one of our team.”

Bryan felt the goose bumps of discomfort all
down his back. “Of course I do. We’re friends, aren’t we? But it’s
my duty as well to advise you on business matters. Unless you’d
rather look for another accountant—?”

“No, no,” Patrick said hurriedly. “I didn’t
mean that.”

The ensuing silence was very awkward. Bryan
took a couple of self-conscious bites of his ice. “I’ll have a
word,” he said. “I’ll see if I can get an extension.”

Lee had come back to the table, hovering
with the coffee pot and a couple of cups. “Thought you might like a
cuppa while you were chatting,” he said. He glanced between Bryan
and Patrick and his face paled.

“Bryan’s just going,” Patrick said, a
clipped sound.

“Right. No problem. Gotcha.” Lee didn’t meet
Bryan’s gaze, or attempt to clear away his bowl. Instead, he
started backing away to the counter as if trying to avoid a mad
bear on the loose.

Bryan sighed inwardly. That’s what Patrick
was, of course, when he was riled. He’d always been terse like this
when faced with a problem.

Patrick turned to Bryan. “Thanks for
dropping in. And for the offer to talk to Ellerfields.”

Bryan recognised dismissal when he heard it.
“I’ll call back as soon as I hear anything,” he said.

Patrick nodded, his face still set. “You do
that.”

The pair of them stood. Handshakes were
obviously not in order. “Facts have to be faced, Patrick. You must
be realistic.” Bryan knew he was talking sense, but didn’t know why
he felt so bloody mean about it. “I’m on your side, believe
me.”

He took one last glance at Lee behind the
counter. A couple of tourists had entered the shop and were
giggling over the ice cream names, but Lee found time to lift his
head and catch Bryan’s gaze. There was a plea in his expression
that touched Bryan beyond anything Patrick had said.

Patrick noisily shoved his chair back under
the table, breaking the moment. Bryan hid an embarrassed goodbye
behind a pretend cough and left the shop.


 CHAPTER TWO

 


 Outside
With A Kick, the wind suddenly lifted with a fierce gust.
Bryan paused in the doorway, waiting for it to pass. The pavement
glittered with rain from earlier in the day, and clumps of litter
gathered in the street gutters. People stumbled past with their
raincoats clutched around their bodies, and hair whipping around
their faces. Fine day for ice cream? Bryan thought not, and
was further depressed on Patrick’s behalf. He was momentarily
distracted by a group of dark-suited businessmen hurrying past, all
carrying briefcases and messenger bags. A packed commuter Tube had
probably just disgorged its passengers. He fastened his coat,
watched for a break in the flow, then stepped out from the shop
front…

… and barrelled straight into an
obstruction, a person crouched on the pavement. For a second, arms
flailing to keep his balance, he was perilously close to falling.
How humiliating, to take a tumble as an adult! He knew he’d go down
like a felled tree, with none of the innate relaxation that
children had to protect themselves from the worst. But the flailing
helped him regain his balance and, just in time, the world righted
itself. He leant back against the shop window, pushed his glasses
back up his nose to their usual safe position, and waited for his
breath to steady.

“Fuck! I mean, are you okay? I’m really
sorry. I never saw you!” The crouched creature rose upright from
the pavement to take a real shape. A young, skinny, male shape,
with wide, grey-green eyes and shaggily cut, dark auburn hair. It
was blowing in and out of his eyes because of the wind, and he
pushed it aside every couple of seconds with a frustrated tsk. He
didn’t wait for Bryan to reply before continuing in a high,
slightly panicked voice. “It’s been one of those fucking mornings,
you know? The wind caught me unawares and the whole bloody lot went
flying. I was just trying to scoop up what I could, not that most
of them haven’t been ruined by the puddles, I knew I should have
brought the waterproof backpack but my flatmate borrowed it for a
festival and anyway, what can you do when the morning looks fine,
then the weather ranges through tsunami and hurricane in one
fucking day?”

Bryan just stared, stunned by at the
veritable torrent of words coming out. Glancing down in the
direction of the man’s expansive gestures, he saw a wide arc of
spilled leaflets over the pavement around him, a sea of yellow and
orange neon paper with bold black print. Bryan only caught a couple
of the words, but he understood at once what they were advertising.
HOT MASTERS and PRIVATE PARTIES were a real giveaway, this near to
Soho.

“I’d nearly finished, you know?” The man
gabbled on, his panic unabated. “Just had four more streets to
visit, I was hoping to get it all done before
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