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Author’s Note
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Having been dealt a dud hand by life, Linden is living alone on the streets, barely surviving from one day to the next, facing an uncertain future. Thom, a highly regarded investment specialist, appears to have everything going for him - until he loses his wallet. 

When Linden finds Thom's wallet, it starts a chain reaction that leads both men to the threshold of a new and daunting prospect - the chance to find lasting happiness.

Thank you,

Alp Mortal
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Chapter One - Linden
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“Any spare change, please ...”

He’d said the words so often that they no longer sounded like real words but more like a mantra, though not a very enlightening one.

A few dropped some coins into his cup. One man spat at him; another aimed a savage kick at his shins. Most just ignored the scruffy young man seated on the pavement as if he were rubbish.

Keen eyes, and keener ears, which had been schooled by too many days and nights in avoiding the demons that inhabited the streets, gave him advance warning of the approach of the security guards who were employed by the railway station to keep his kind out of the entrance ways, toilets, waiting rooms, and the dirty corners. When they said your kind, they made it sound like he was a different species.

Quickly picking up the cup and thrusting it into his coat pocket, he rose to his feet, readying himself to move off in the direction of the offices which the workers would now be emptying, leaving the area deserted until the morning. He would find a corner and attempt to wrap himself up against the chill, hoping to make it through the night without being accosted - eight hours of unbroken sleep would be such a luxury. The first of the commuters were already striding towards him as he shuffled along the pavement that led away from the station and over the bridge. He kept his eyes averted, sparing himself their looks of revulsion; pity hurt worse. No one said a word. They were all dressed the same, and he thought they looked like robots. A heavy-set man caught him with his shoulder, spinning him and sending him careering into the balustrade that separated the path from the thirty-metre drop into the murky river beneath them - the idea was always too seductive to be ignored completely - ‘end the suffering, Linden’.

As he found his breath, a woman stopped, placed her hand on his arm and asked, “Are you alright?”

“Yyyes; I’m fine.”

She pressed a two-pound coin into his hand before moving off quickly.

“Thank you ...” His words were lost in the hubbub as the first of the evening’s trams pulled up and discharged its cargo of grey-suited automatons.

Despite the crush on the bridge, his progress was swift; all gave him a wide berth as if he might infect them through the slightest touch.

Like a trained accountant, he knew the cup contained £4.68, which included the two pounds that the woman had given him.

“Something to eat ...”

At the end of the bridge, where the pavement widened into a precinct that was framed on three sides by shops, he stopped, took stock, and headed for the little supermarket. He grabbed a basket and slipped into the first aisle before the sole cashier caught sight of him and kicked up a fuss that he made the place smell. From the chiller cabinet, he took a sandwich, and from the snack aisle, he picked up two packets of biscuits - Custard Creams - his absolute favourite. A bottle of water completed his haul.

“I’ve told you before; you can’t come in here.”

“I’ve got money.”

“I don’t care; you stink the place out.”

He placed the stuff on the conveyor belt and kept his eyes down, hoping that she wouldn’t call the manager and get him turfed out before he had paid.

“Please just let me get this and I’ll be gone. I promise I won’t come back ...”

“For fuck’s sake ...”

She checked out his goods and threw it all in a bag.

“... £4.65 ...”

With as much care as he would handle a new-born kitten, he extracted the money from his pocket and placed it on the counter, keeping back the penny and the tuppence to make the exact amount.

“... Don’t come back.”

Without once looking her in the eye, he took the bag and scurried out. Immediately, he sat down on one of the benches that surrounded some kind of water feature, and scoffed the sandwich, barely registering the taste. He drank a quarter of the water before stowing the bottle and the biscuits in his coat’s deep pockets.

As he moved off, he caught sight of the security guard who patrolled the precinct. He dived into the stairwell of the underground car park and hoped that he’d be spared the embarrassment of being called out and chased, or as sometimes happened, frogmarched to the exit.

Today was his lucky day because as he peeked around the edge of the stairwell, he saw the guy entering the newsagent’s.

On the main drag between the precinct and the offices, he slipped into the public toilets and locked himself in one of the cubicles. He took a piss and a dump.

At the washbasin, after he’d washed his hands and face, silently celebrating the fact that the soap dispenser had been refilled, he found his toothbrush and cleaned his teeth, using the soap as toothpaste. He’d ceased long ago to wretch on the taste of the suds in his mouth, more concerned with trying to avoid getting a bad tooth. He would have washed his hair but there was no hot water and the hand dryer was broken, and he didn’t want to risk getting a chill in his head like had happened once before and had turned into the flu.

Leaving the toilets, he crossed the road and hurried into the arcade that linked the street with the office buildings.
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Chapter Two - Starkie
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“Thom; I’m leaving now. Don’t forget that the meeting tomorrow has been rescheduled for ten o’clock.”

“I hadn’t. Thank you, Barbara. Goodnight.”

“Goodnight ...”

Returning to his monitor, focussing on the email from Teresa in HR, he had to allow himself a little self-congratulatory smile - why else work ninety hours a week if not for the bonus cheques?

“Starkie! Get a move on; the match starts in fifteen minutes - come on!”

Jason’s interruption irked him.

“Can’t, Jason; the meeting has been brought forward to ten o’clock.”

“Bollocks!”

“Yeah.”

“Are we still playing squash tomorrow?”

“I’ll let you know in the morning. If everything goes well, I’ll be going out to lunch with Beowulf’s CEO.”

“You know he’s gonna offer you the job.”

“Nothing is certain until after the meeting - must get on, Jason.”

“Drop in for a swift half on your way home, yeah?”

“Maybe but probably not. Eight o’clock tomorrow morning to set up in the boardroom - don’t be late.”

“Am I ever?”

“Frequently ...”

He could have gone to the pub and watched the match, but there was another email - unopened; one from Kieran. The subject line left nothing to the imagination. He groaned audibly, wondering when he would grow a pair and end their charade.

He texted.

‘On my way out. Come over at nine; I should be done by then. Tx’

Expecting no reply, he packed up and locked his desk. George was at the other end of the floor, emptying the bins. He made a beeline.

“George!”

“Mr Starkie ...”

The man’s stiff formality was uncomfortable. It had been the same in school when George - or Mr Penny - had been his mathematics’ teacher. Despite the awkwardness, he had never seen fit to invite the man to call him Thom - and he didn’t exactly know why. When he had started in the job, and had seen George for the first time, he’d been confused - the man should be retired, no?

“Up for another game, Mr Starkie?”

“Oh; go on then ...”

“Let’s see ... King Pawn to E-4.”

“The Lopez opening? Fighting talk. King Pawn to E-5.”

“See you tomorrow, Mr Starkie; have a nice evening.”

“You too, George ...”

It had been weeks after his first sighting before he had found the courage to approach the man and ask him if he was, in fact, George Penny.

“I am; you’d be Thom Starkie if I’m not mistaken.”

“I am - I wasn’t expecting to see you ...”

“Ah, well; you’d know more about these things than me, seeing as you work here; the pension company went bust in that Far East debacle ... Still waiting to find out what us pensioners are likely to see - my thought is bugger all. Meantime, the bills don’t stop coming in.”

Thom was intimately acquainted with the debacle - his firm had purchased the remains of the shattered pension company’s investment house for a nominal pound coin.

Not wishing to become embroiled in the man’s domestic situation, he’d asked him, by way of a diversion, if he still played chess. That had led to an invitation to play a game. They set up boards at home and swapped moves every evening - just as they had tonight. The current tally was 22 to 21 games won in George’s favour.

Thom exited into the foyer to call the lift. While he was waiting, George re-appeared.

“I almost forgot - your winnings.” And George reached out his hand, in which he was clasping a ten-pound note.

“George!”

“No; fair’s fair; you won the last match ...”

He took the offered tenner and quickly thrust it into his pocket.

The ding of the lift and the opening door spared him any further embarrassment. He dived into the lift and punched the button for the ground floor, pressing himself into the corner of the car to evade George’s kindly smile.

By the time the lift had reached the ground floor, his equilibrium had returned. He bid the security guard goodnight, and exited the building, immediately scanning for a taxi to take him home.

“Taxi!”
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