

    
        
          The Side Project

        

        
        
          Maarten Balliauw

        

        
          Published by Maarten Balliauw, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE SIDE PROJECT

    

    
      First edition. June 25, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Maarten Balliauw.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8235997165

    

    
    
      Written by Maarten Balliauw.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


  The Side Project


  The Side Project

  Maarten Balliauw




  Chapter 1: Spreadsheets

The office stank of old coffee and industrial cleaner. Victor didn't mind. He preferred these rotating spaces. Serviced suites near Piața Victoriei, one of the major public squares in Bucharest, rented under company names that existed only to rent things. No personal traces. No patterns. A man who worked in the same place every day was a man who could be found there.

Fourth floor this time. Down the hall from a dentist, two accountants, and a business whose name never gave away what it did. The corridor lights were harsh, blue-ish, almost cruel in how they stripped away colour. The wallpaper looked stale; scuff marks and little piles of dust stood out. Nothing welcoming about these hallways, nothing even trying to feel human. Just spaces to do things, nothing more. Victor liked that.

He adjusted his reading glasses, a concession to age he'd made reluctantly and still resented, and returned to the spreadsheet. The laptop screen cast a bluish light across the desk, which was otherwise bare. Victor worked clean. No photographs, no papers, no personal effects.

The left column was for Dragan: the figures that would appear in quarterly reports. Revenue from construction contracts in Bucharest. Returns from a logistics company that moved things across borders, some of them legal. Interest from property holdings in Constanța. Clean numbers that kept a very dangerous man calm and satisfied.

The right column was for Victor.

The actual figures. The ones that showed where the money really went before it arrived at the destinations Dragan expected. The narrow, careful river that Victor diverted. Here a tributary into a holding company in Malta, there a trickle into an account in Luxembourg that existed only on paper and in Victor's private records. Always small enough to look like rounding errors or transaction fees.

Dragan was not looking carefully. Dragan had people for that, and Victor was one of them.

The gap between the columns had been growing. He'd started at two percent, a management fee he paid himself because no one else was going to. Now it was closer to five, and five was a number that could, under the wrong kind of scrutiny, become visible. He had told himself for months now that he would taper it back.

His phone buzzed on the desk. Q3 numbers for the Bucharest construction portfolio. Send by Thursday. No pleasantries with Dragan Petrescu. He communicated the way he did everything: with the minimum necessary force, his reputation doing the work.

Victor tapped out a reply. Of course. Will have them to you by Wednesday. Always deliver a day early.

The numbers he would send were not the real numbers.

He closed the spreadsheet and leaned back in his chair. Through the window, the Bucharest skyline was a jagged line of cranes and apartment blocks against a sky the colour of dishwater. Somewhere out there, in a house that was more compound than home, Dragan Petrescu was reading his reply and thinking nothing of it. Trusting the numbers. Victor knew he could count on that.

He opened a browser. This was the other work. Quieter, slower, more important. The work that would determine whether Victor's careful river continued to flow or dried up entirely.

His current channels were narrowing. The restaurant chain in Cyprus had drawn a compliance flag from a Nicosia bank. Not a serious one, just a query. But queries became investigations, and investigations became problems. Victor had already begun winding the restaurants down, which meant moving the throughput elsewhere.

The car wash network in Bulgaria was worse. A supposedly routine regional tax audit had prompted questions about transaction volumes. Forty-seven car washes in a country where most people didn't wash their cars. The numbers had always been ambitious, now they were conspicuous.

Small problems, manageable in isolation. But the pattern was clear: the old methods were burning out. Cash-heavy businesses were drawing scrutiny they hadn't drawn five years ago. Compliance software was smarter. Banking regulations were tighter. The European Union, in its ponderous, bureaucratic way, was slowly closing the gaps that men like Victor had built their careers upon.

He needed something new. Something that didn't look like anything at all.

He'd been researching for weeks. The criteria were specific: a business with many small transactions from many small sources, where a few additional ones would disappear into the noise. Ideally something community-based. Community meant trust, and trust meant low scrutiny. Something digital, but with cash components. Cash was still the best solvent for traceability. And something with minimal oversight. No compliance team. No audit trail. No board of directors asking uncomfortable questions.

He'd landed on youth sports and community fundraising. The sector was unglamorous and under-regulated, the two qualities Victor prized above all others. He'd looked at a dozen platforms across the UK, Germany, and the Netherlands. Most were too small to be useful, too dead to be plausible, or too professionally managed to be penetrated.

Then he'd found TeamKeeper. He clicked around the website. Clubs across the UK, from Birmingham to Edinburgh, mostly youth football. The fundraising module was the centrepiece: small clubs running campaigns, collecting donations, processing payments through Stripe. Sponsored walks, kit drives, tournament fees, with parents paying in and money flowing out. A constant, organic churn of small amounts that would make any additional flow invisible.

He clicked to the About page.

A photograph of a man in his mid-thirties, slightly awkward smile, standing on a football pitch. The kind of man who would rather be behind a screen than in front of a camera. TeamKeeper was built by James Kirby, a software developer from Birmingham, for his son's under-7s football club. What started as a weekend project to replace spreadsheets and WhatsApp groups has grown into a platform used by over 200 clubs across the UK.

Victor read the paragraph twice. One developer, a man called James Kirby from Birmingham, who'd made this for his son's football team. No board, no compliance officer, no audit trail.

Victor removed his glasses and set them on the desk. He poured a whisky from the bottle he carried between offices. A Macallan 18, the one indulgence he permitted himself in these sterile rooms. He carried it to the window. The city was settling into evening, lights coming on in apartment blocks, traffic thinning.

He thought about James Kirby. A man who had built something small and useful and was probably, at this very moment, sitting in his house in Birmingham fixing a bug or answering a support email, unaware that his creation had just appeared on the screen of someone who saw it very differently than he did.

Every feature James had built with care was, to Victor, a vulnerability. The fundraising module was a pipeline. The club directory was camouflage. The single-developer operation was an open door.

Victor sipped his whisky. The rain started. A fine, persistent drizzle that blurred the skyline and made the cranes look like they were dissolving.

"This could work," he said, to no one.

He set down the glass, returned to the desk, and bookmarked the page. Then he opened a new browser tab and began researching James Kirby. The usual trail: LinkedIn, Companies House, a local news article from the Birmingham Mail: Harborne dad builds app to save football clubs from paperwork chaos. The TeamKeeper social media accounts, updated sporadically, with the effortful cheerfulness of a man doing his own marketing.

Victor read everything. He took no notes. He committed what mattered to memory: the man's face, his family situation, his professional history, the club his son played for.

He closed the laptop and finished the whisky. Rinsed the glass in the small kitchenette, dried it, and placed it in his bag. He wiped the desk with a cloth. Checked the room. No traces.

He locked the office behind him and walked to the lift. The corridor was empty. Tomorrow he would be in a different office, in a different part of the city.

But the spreadsheet would be the same. Two columns. Two realities. And now, perhaps, a new channel. Keep the river flowing.

Outside, the rain had thickened. Victor turned up his collar and walked to his car. He did not hurry.


  Chapter 2: The Accidental Entrepreneur

The Jura had been making a noise for about three weeks. Not a broken noise, more of a considered one. A low, mechanical grumble that started halfway through the extraction cycle, as if the machine had developed opinions about who deserved a decent espresso and who was getting the lukewarm dregs of yesterday's beans. I'd mentioned it to Priya once, and she'd looked at me the way people look at someone who complains about a free coffee machine. So I hadn't mentioned it again. I'd just started arriving ten minutes early to beat the queue, when the Jura was still agreeable and hadn't yet formed any views about the day to come.

This is what several months in an office does to you. You learn which chair in the meeting room has the wobbly leg, and you don't take it. You learn that the printer on the second floor is faster but takes longer to get to, and whether that trade-off is worth it depends on what you're printing. You learn the Jura.

Ainsley Digital occupied the entire top floor of a co-working space in a converted Victorian building on Colmore Row, which sounds more impressive than it is. The Victorian bit meant exposed brick that was genuinely charming, and original sash windows that were genuinely freezing from November through April. The conversion bit meant a suspended ceiling in one corner where someone had run out of ideas, and a kitchen that was technically two metres too small for the number of people who used it. Still, it was a good office. I'd liked it immediately, that first week, and I still liked it now.

I was at my desk by eight-forty, which was earlier than most of the team and later than Tom from accounts, who I had never once seen arrive and had begun to suspect simply lived there. I had my coffee. I had my headphones in, though nothing was playing. The headphones were more of a social contract than an audio device, a signal that said I am not available for chat until the caffeine takes effect. I was partway through a pull request I'd been staring at on Friday afternoon when my brain had officially stopped working, and I was hoping Monday-morning me might spot whatever Friday-afternoon me had missed.

I noticed Dan Cooper when the lift made the sound it makes.

He appeared in the doorway at about nine-fifteen, which I knew without looking because the lift makes a sound. I'd learned that sound too. He was carrying a laptop bag and what appeared to be an entirely unnecessary amount of optimism for a Monday. Late twenties, I'd put him at. That optimism would find its limits eventually, but I wasn't going to be the one to tell him. He was tall enough to duck through doorframes, and did so with the practised adjustment of a man who'd been doing it since school. Dark jacket. Slightly-too-new trainers. There was a Greggs wrapper visible at the top of his laptop bag.

Priya spotted him from across the room and waved, doing the thing where she projected warmth at approximately twice normal human bandwidth. "Dan! Hi! Perfect timing, most people are in. Come and grab a coffee and we'll do a quick round of introductions."

He smiled. Broad, slightly too broad. I'd worn that smile. I pulled out one of my headphone buds. Round of introductions, then. Right. As usual, Priya ran them briskly. She went round the room in a loose semicircle. Name, role, how long they'd been there, anything else relevant. Tom from accounts, who had apparently materialised from thin air as he always did. Sasha, UX, eighteen months. Kieran, who did something with infrastructure that he described differently every time but which seemed to involve a great deal of suffering. Hannah, project manager, recently returned from maternity leave.

Then Priya, who gave her own introduction with the easy authority of someone who had done this many times, and then looked at me.

It's the anxiety of having to summarise yourself in front of people, of having to reduce the complicated, ambivalent, ongoing project of being you into something that fits into a thirty-second slot right after Kieran and Hannah. I'd had months here. I knew these people. I'd eaten lunch with most of them, argued about deployment schedules with two of them, once helped Kieran carry a monitor up the stairs when the lift was broken. And yet.

"I'm James," I said. "Developer. Been here a few months. I work mainly on client-side stuff, some API work." I paused. Dan was watching me with an attentive expression. "And I... I've got a side project. A thing I built for our football team and other clubs. It's called TeamKeeper, it's, er —" I glanced around the room. Most of them had heard this. Priya had heard this. "It's a platform for amateur football clubs. Admin, scheduling, payments, that sort of thing. So I'm a developer, and... I guess I'm an accidental entrepreneur." I heard myself say it. A small laugh from the room. Priya smiled in the way she always smiled when I mentioned TeamKeeper.

Dan said: "Wait — actual football clubs? Like, actual actual ones?"

"Yeah," I said.

"How many?"

I thought about it. The last time I'd checked the dashboard, properly checked, not just glanced at it in a panic because something was broken, it had been two hundred and twelve. Two hundred and twelve, and I'd started with one. "A couple of hundred," I said.

Dan stared at me for a moment. Then Priya moved on, and the round continued, and I put my headphone back in.

⁂

The story of TeamKeeper, if I'm being honest about it, is less a story of entrepreneurial vision and more a story of a man called Neil who couldn't find anything in his inbox.

Coach Neil is fifty-four, retired PE teacher, runs the under-eights at Harborne FC Juniors with the energy of someone who has decided that retirement is not for him. He's the reason Oliver has a football club to play for. He does it for nothing, every Saturday morning, which makes him a better person than most of the population.

About two years ago, I was standing on the touchline in the cold, watching Oliver run in the wrong direction with great enthusiasm and commitment, and Neil came over and said, not to me specifically, to the general air, "I'm going to go mad. I've got forty-two kids, six teams, three coaches, and they're all texting me on WhatsApp. Someone's paid twice for a kit, someone else hasn't paid at all, I've got a spreadsheet that's telling me two different things, and last week I sent the under-tens to the wrong pitch." He looked at me. "You do computers, don't you."

It wasn't a question.

I said I'd have a look.

I didn't mean to build a platform. I meant to build a spreadsheet that wasn't terrible, maybe a simple booking form. Something modest and functional, the way my dad used to fix things around the house. Not flashy, not showing off, just solved. Dad was like that. If something was broken, he fixed it quietly and went back to whatever he was doing, and you'd notice the door was no longer sticking but you wouldn't quite know when it had been fixed. I wanted to be like that. I wanted to solve Neil's problem and go back to whatever I was doing.

What happened instead was that I got interested. There's a thing that happens to me sometimes with a problem. It starts out as a small thing and then it opens up and I see the edges of it, the space around it, and suddenly I'm thinking about all the other clubs, all the other coaches like Neil drowning in WhatsApp groups and duplicate spreadsheets and angry parents, and not only in football. I built TeamKeeper in evenings and weekend mornings, in the kitchen after Claire had gone to bed, on Sunday afternoons with half an eye on the football and the other half on a debugging session. Six weeks and I had something real.

One club became two when Neil mentioned it to a coach at a neighbouring club. Two became eight. Eight became forty. I added a fundraising module when three clubs asked for one in the same month, which felt like a message. Now it was two hundred and twelve clubs across the Midlands and beyond, and I was still the only person who'd ever built any of it, and I had no idea what I thought about that.

⁂

At about half eleven, Dan materialised at the edge of my desk with two mugs of coffee, holding them out with the uncertain energy of someone offering a gift and not sure of the etiquette.

I accepted the coffee. "Jura seems to be in a good mood."

He leaned against the desk partition with the careful ease of someone trying not to seem like they were hanging around. "The TeamKeeper thing," he said. "I was Googling it."

"Of course you were."

"It's good. Like... the interface is clean. The scheduling stuff looks well thought out." He was warming up, the politeness giving way to actual curiosity, which was more comfortable for both of us. "Did you build the whole thing yourself? The whole stack?"

"Yeah."

"Frontend, backend, the lot?"

"The lot."

He was quiet for a moment. "That's —" He seemed to be choosing his word carefully. "That's not a side project, mate. That's a business. What are you doing here?"

I took a long sip of coffee. The Jura had indeed been in a good mood. It was better than usual, smooth and slightly nutty, not a hint of the grumble. "It's a side project," I said.

"Two hundred clubs."

"It pays for a few things. It's not —" I moved my mouse to wake up my screen, which is what I do when I want to signal the end of a conversational thread without being rude about it. "It's a side project. It's fine."

Dan nodded. The new-guy nod, the one people give when they don't agree but are too new somewhere to push back. I appreciated the restraint. He asked about the tech stack instead, which was easier. I walked him through it, the choices I'd made early on that I'd have made differently now, the bits I was proud of and the bits that were held together with the technical equivalent of good intentions and optimistic comments in the code. He listened well, asked good questions, didn't pretend to know things he didn't. I liked him. He reminded me of someone, though I couldn't say who.

By lunchtime he'd joined the group heading to the sandwich place around the corner, and I heard him laughing at one of Kieran's terrible infrastructure jokes with somewhat more enthusiasm than was strictly warranted. Kieran was likely recycling his favourite: "I'd tell you a UDP joke; I don't care if you get it." Dan was performing the social labour of finding it genuinely, desperately hilarious. He was going to be fine. He was going to land here and find his feet and in six months he'd know about the Jura and the wobbly meeting room chair and he'd have forgotten what it felt like to walk through that door for the first time.

I envied him that, slightly. The not-knowing-yet.

⁂

By five-thirty I had the office mostly to myself. Dan had gone with a group of them to a pub around the corner for an unofficial welcome drink. He'd asked if I was coming and I'd said I had to get back. It was a valid excuse, but I still spent thirty seconds staring at the closed lift doors, wondering if I should have gone.

I reached for my phone.

Three support tickets. One from a club in Solihull whose payments weren't syncing. I knew what this was, I'd seen it before, it was a webhook timing issue and I'd fix it tonight. One from a club in Bristol asking about bulk import. And one that was just a screenshot, no explanation, which was never good. When would people learn to add some context. Or an actual question I can work with.

There was also a feature request from a club in Leeds. They wanted a separate parent portal, which was actually a good idea, which was the worst kind of feature request because I’d end up wasting my weekend building it.

At the bottom of the list, subject line: Complaint regarding payment error, Wolverhampton Wanderers Juniors. I didn't open it. This could be a refund request that wipes out my monthly profit, or a bug that crashed a whole weekend tournament. I'd open it at home, when I'd had ten minutes to brace myself for whatever it contained.

I sat with the phone in my hand for a moment, in the quiet of the empty office. The Birmingham evening was settling outside the window, lights coming on, the traffic on Colmore Row thinning to a manageable murmur.

This is supposed to be a side project.

I said it to myself the way you say something when you're not sure you believe it anymore.

I drove home through Harborne the long way. Left at the church, down past the park, along the stretch where the Victorian terraces stood in their patient rows with their wheelie bins and their small front gardens and their lighted windows. The chippy on the corner of Serpentine Road was doing a brisk trade for a Monday. I stopped. The air was thick with the smell of salt and old oil, and steam was drifting sideways under the orange streetlight. I came out with a small chips and ate them in the car with the engine running. I considered it a pre-dinner snack.

The house was lit up when I turned onto our road. Living room light, kitchen light, the warm yellow square of Lily's bedroom. Normal lights. Home lights. Claire's car on the drive.

I sat in my car for a moment before going in, chips finished, phone with its unanswered emails still in my pocket.

The small red-brick streets smelled of other people's cooking and woodsmoke. Oliver was in there somewhere, probably arguing about screen time or needing help with reading homework.

That's not a side project, mate. That's a business.

This was my world. I turned off the engine. I went inside.


  Chapter 3: Bedtime

It was a Tuesday, the kind of Tuesday that feels like it's been forty-eight hours long by the time you finally sit down to eat. Our kitchen in Harborne was currently hosting what could only be described as a low-intensity riot centred around a large bowl of fusilli. Claire had whipped up a Bolognese that was probably seventy percent hidden vegetables (a tactical necessity when dealing with a seven-year-old) and she was still wearing her tunic from the clinic. She smelled faintly of eucalyptus and rosemary.

Oliver was midway through an exhaustive, play-by-play analysis of the afternoon's training session. According to him, Coach Neil had made them do "boring" dribbling drills when they clearly should have been practising bicycle kicks and building muscle. He was talking with a mouthful of pasta, gesturing wildly with a fork to illustrate a particularly daring run down the wing.

"And then Archie tried to tackle me, Dad, but I did a step-over — well, I tried a step-over — and the ball went through his legs! It was a total nutmeg! Did you see that when you picked me up? Did you see?"

I tried to look present. I really did. But the phone in my pocket was impossible to ignore, the Wolverhampton complaint screaming for attention through the fabric. I nodded in all the right places, making "wow" noises whenever he paused for breath.

"Brilliant, mate," I said, leaning in. "A nutmeg on Archie? He's the best defender in your year. You'll be playing for City at this rate."

Beneath the table, the situation was more clinical. Lily, who is three and views the concept of dinner as a series of physics experiments, was methodically dropping peas off the edge of her high-chair tray. One. By. One. She'd watch them hit the linoleum with the intense focus of a NASA scientist monitoring a Mars rover landing, then look up at me with those wide, innocent eyes before reaching for the next green sphere. She wasn't being naughty. She was just testing Newton's law of universal gravitation.

Claire caught my eye over the top of Oliver's head. She has this way of looking at me. A tilt of the head that means she knows I'm still thinking about work. She didn't say anything, but she reached out and squeezed my hand briefly before nudging the parmesan shaker towards me.

"James, eat your food before it gets cold," she said, her voice grounded and warm, cutting through the chatter. "And Oliver, swallow before you tell us about the second half, or we're going to have a pasta-on-the-walls situation."

It was domestic chaos, loud and messy and smelling of steam, and for a moment I put the side project down. I picked up my fork, pushed the thought of the Solihull webhook error to the back of my mind, and tried to just be the dad who saw the nutmeg.

"How was the day job? The actual one, I mean, with the pension and the health insurance?" Claire asked, winding pasta onto her fork.

"It was fine," I lied, or at least, I gave the truncated version of the truth that we usually traded in. "The usual. Good people, mostly. The codebase is like a Victorian basement. Dark, damp, and full of legacy systems that nobody's dared to touch in thirty years. But the money's decent and the commute doesn't kill me. Oh and this new guy Dan started yesterday. Decent lad. You?"

"Three frozen shoulders and a hip replacement who kept asking me if I'd seen his wife."

"Had you?"

"No. She'd gone to find a trolley. He'd forgotten."

She watched me for a beat, her eyes narrowed just enough to let me know she was scanning for the "developer fatigue" I usually carried in the set of my shoulders. "And the other day job? How's TeamKeeper treating its sole proprietor today?"

I took a slow sip of water, trying to buy myself a few seconds of lead time, but I knew I'd already been made. Claire reads my tells like I read a stack trace. "I might have spent my lunch break wrestling with a bug. Nothing major. Just some logic error in the registration flow for a new club in Newcastle."

I didn't mention the open support tickets, or the low-grade nausea that came with seeing a payment failure notification. I'd barely touched my sandwich earlier, my ham and cheese toastie growing cold on the table beside my laptop.

Claire gave me the look. It's a specific expression she's perfected over the years. The one that means she's worried and annoyed in equal measure.

"James, you took this corporate gig specifically so you'd have boundaries," she reminded me, her voice soft but pointed enough to cut through the sound of Lily drumming her spoon against the table. She said it quietly, not in front of Oliver who had moved on to ranking the boots of everyone at practice. "That was the whole point. You said you wanted a job where at five o'clock you closed the laptop."

"I know."

"You haven't closed the laptop at five o'clock since January."

"It's February."

"I know it's February."

She wasn't angry. Claire's not a shouter, and she's not the kind of passive-aggressive that actually means aggressive. She's direct, the way physiotherapists have to be, people who spend their days telling other people that what they've been doing with their bodies isn't working and here's what to do instead.

"I'll eat lunch tomorrow," I said.

"Mm," she said. But she picked her fork back up, and that was that. For now.

Lily returned to dropping more peas on the floor. Oliver moved on to whether Harborne FC Juniors could beat another team in a match that hadn't been scheduled and might never be scheduled. I poured myself a glass of water and thought about the webhook, and then caught myself thinking about it, and thought about something else.

⁂

Bedtime in our house is a process. If you have children, you know this. If you don't, you might imagine bedtime is the part where children go to bed. This is not what bedtime is. Bedtime is a negotiation, a performance, a series of delay tactics deployed by small people who have had the same bedtime for their entire conscious lives and still seem to find it surprising that it arrives every evening.

I did Lily first. She wanted The Gruffalo, which is a book about a mouse who invents a monster to stop himself from being eaten and then runs into it in the middle of the woods. It's essentially a horror story if you think about it. Lily does not think about it. She thinks the animals are cute and all want to hug. She thinks it's brilliant.

She fell asleep about two-thirds of the way through, right at the point where the mouse and the Gruffalo meet the owl.

I stood in her doorway for a moment in the dark, listening to her breathe. She was sprawled like someone had dropped her from a height, one arm flung wide, utterly surrendered to sleep. I pulled the door to and stood in the hallway, letting that heavy ache of gratitude settle in my chest. For a few seconds, the world was just the sound of Lily’s breathing and the soft carpet under my feet. Then, the familiar, cold twitch started in my pocket. I forced myself past the lure and walked into Oliver’s room.

Oliver was still awake, obviously. Oliver is always still awake.

We talked football. That's what we do, Oliver and me. We talk football, and sometimes I understand what he's talking about and sometimes I'm essentially a very supportive audience for a language I'm learning. He told me the Harborne FC Juniors website had a page for fundraising, for new kit.

"Does it have a progress bar?" he asked.

"On the fundraising page?"

"Yeah, like, that shows how much they've raised. That would be cool."

I thought about it. I thought about it more than I should have. "I'll have a look," I said.

"Can you make it have one?"

"Maybe." I turned his lamp off. "Sleep now."

"Dad."

Oliver’s voice pulled me back into the bedroom, away from the server-side logic that my brain was already writing. I reached for the lamp. "Sleep now."

"If the bar filled up it could turn green."

"Good idea. Sleep."

I went downstairs knowing I was already designing it.

⁂

By ten o'clock, Claire was in bed with her book and I was on the sofa with my laptop. This was the deal we'd slid into sometime in the last year, the deal we'd never actually agreed to, which is the worst kind of deal. She reads. I work. We call it winding down.

The Solihull webhook issue was fixable. I'd known since about three in the afternoon that it was fixable, I just hadn't had enough uninterrupted time to actually fix it. Now I had uninterrupted time. I had the particular quiet of a house after children, the television off, the hum of the fridge, a lamp throwing a small circle of yellow light.

I deployed the fix at half ten. Tested it at quarter to eleven. Found a second issue I hadn't known about, which is always how it goes with these things. You pull one thread and there's another thread, and then another. I told myself I'd stop at eleven. Eleven came and I was in the middle of something and you don't stop in the middle of something.

It was a webhook integration issue, really. Solihull United used a payment processor that sent transaction confirmations in a slightly different format than the one I'd built TeamKeeper to expect. Not their fault. Not mine, exactly. Just one of those gaps between what a system promises and what it actually does.

I watched the code scroll by, my eyes tracking the logic, and for a second I saw my dad's hands. I remembered him hunched over the kitchen sink at midnight, elbows deep in gray water, swearing softly at a U-bend that refused to sit flush. He had that same look I probably had now: the stubborn set of the jaw, the refusal to admit that a perished washer or a missing semicolon was winning. He didn't fix things because he had to; he fixed them because the idea of something being "broken" in his house felt like a personal insult. Now, I was doing the same thing with a keyboard. I wasn't fighting a leaky pipe, but I was definitely in the basement, and I was definitely alone.

At midnight, the phone on the cushion beside me shuddered. The vibration felt violent in the silence of the room. I didn't even have to read the name; the white glow was a spotlight on my guilt.

Come to bed. TeamKeeper will survive without you.

I stared at it. Then I looked at my laptop. Then back at the phone. Then I did what I always do, which is sit there for a slightly shameful amount of time before doing the right thing.

I closed the laptop.

I felt two things simultaneously, which I've noticed is what this life mostly consists of: guilt, because it was midnight and I'd told myself I'd stop an hour ago and I hadn't; and something else, something I find harder to name, a kind of warmth that sits alongside the guilt without cancelling it out. Someone needed me to fix it and I fixed it. Solihull United's kit coordinator was going to open her laptop tomorrow morning and the problem would be gone, and she wouldn't know it had been a problem, and I'd be the only person who knew I'd solved it.

I know. I know.

Here's what I understood, with the laptop closed: this wasn't sustainable. I'd built something, alone, that now required me to keep it running, alone, and I didn't know how to make it any other way. Every time I thought about stepping back (hiring someone, writing documentation, letting a system actually be a system instead of a permanent emergency that I personally resolved) a club would email with a problem that I could picture the shape of before I'd finished reading the subject line. Because I'd built all of it. Every integration, every workaround, every peculiarity. It lived in my head, and I was the only one who knew where to find it.

That's the trap, I suppose. Build something no one else understands, and then you can never leave it. I think my dad liked being the one who could. Liked knowing the answer. Liked being needed. He died when I was twenty-seven and I never got to ask him if that had ever felt like a trap to him too.

I picked up my phone and typed: Coming up now. Sorry.

Then I turned off the lamp, and the room went dark, and I went upstairs to my wife.


  Chapter 4: Saturday Morning

The rec ground at Harborne FC Juniors looks exactly like every other rec ground in every other suburb in England: a stretch of municipal grass, slightly too damp, with painted lines already fading by mid-February. Portable goals at each end, nets sagging in the middle like a tired hammock. A pre-fab pavilion that smells of instant coffee and old boots.

I arrived at ten past nine, which meant I was early. Oliver had been ready since half past seven. He'd eaten his Weetabix in his kit, shin pads already on, boots by the front door, watching me drink tea with the quiet intensity of a man who has a flight to catch and is waiting for his companion to stop dawdling. At seven years old, he has strong opinions about punctuality on matchdays.

"You're going to be warm in all that," I'd said.

"I'm not going to be warm," he said. "I'm going to be playing."

Fair enough.

Claire was still in the kitchen when we left, Lily on her hip, both of them pink-cheeked and slightly undone by a cold that had been working its way around the house all week. Lily had it worst. She'd sneezed on me twice that morning with the careless enthusiasm of someone who hasn't yet grasped the concept of covering her mouth, and regarded me afterwards with heavy-lidded, imperial calm, as though I was the one who had done something unexpected.

"Have fun," Claire said. She was wearing her old dressing gown, the grey one with the pocket that doesn't quite work. She touched my arm as I passed and I could smell the faint remains of eucalyptus oil. I suppressed a lame joke about koalas and eucalyptus that was already halfway to my teeth. Don't do it, James, I told myself. She'd had a long morning, she didn't need my B-material.

She handed me the thermos. "It's the good tea. Don't waste it on the other dads."

I drove Oliver the three streets we could easily have walked because it was cold and he had boots on and I had the thermos and it just seemed like the right call. He spent the journey telling me about his step-over with the precision of a lead engineer. I tried to listen, but my hand kept drifting toward the center console where my phone sat face-down, its silent presence more demanding than any siren.

"It's not just the step-over," he said. "It's what you do after. That's where people go wrong."

I asked where people went wrong.

"They don't commit," he said. Very serious. Like a manager at half-time.

⁂

The other parents were already gathered on the touchline in that familiar cluster. Coats zipped up to chins, hands wrapped around cups, breath visible in the February air. There's a specific kind of body language that parents adopt at under-eights football. Slightly hunched. Slightly hopeful. Braced for an outcome that could go any number of ways.

I found a spot near the halfway line and cupped my thermos and nodded at a few people. Claire's tea was, as advertised, excellent. Yorkshire Gold, properly brewed, the way I never quite manage it myself because I always get distracted and leave the bag in too long.

Coach Neil found me before the warm-up was done.

He's fifty-four, Neil. Retired PE teacher. Runs the under-eights with the same combination of boundless patience and mild bewilderment that I imagine he brought to every double period of Year Nine gymnastics. He was carrying his clipboard, which he always carries, and wearing a waterproof in the Harborne FC colors. Yellow and green, a combination that has never looked good on anyone, including the professional clubs that have tried it.

"James." He said it like a greeting and a relief at the same time.

"Neil. How are you?"

"Better for seeing that the tournament scheduler worked." He said this with a kind of reverence, like it was a minor miracle. Which, to be fair, the first version was. I'd had to rebuild the scheduling logic twice before it stopped producing fixtures where a team played itself. "Did it all automatically. Twelve teams, split groups, pulled in the kit availability. I didn't have to touch it."

"It should do that."

"It did do that." He made a small gesture with the clipboard. "Do you know how long that used to take me? Saturday morning, three hours on a spreadsheet, sending it to twelve different WhatsApp groups, half of which I'm not even admin on." He shook his head. "And the fundraiser. James, mate. The kit fundraiser."

"Yeah?"

"We're at a hundred and fourteen percent of target." He said this with the same tone a man might use to announce he'd won something. "A hundred and fourteen. Steve-in-goal's dad put in fifty quid. Fifty. I've never seen Steve's dad give anyone anything."

I laughed. That surprised me. The fundraiser had been a last-minute addition, a bolt-on I'd built in a Sunday afternoon when Neil mentioned they were trying to replace the away kit. Nothing complicated. A form, a link, a progress bar. Four hours of work. I hadn't been sure anyone would use it.

"You've saved me hours every week, mate," Neil said. "I mean it. Every week."

I didn't quite know what to do with that. Building something alone means the feedback loop is mostly silent. You push a fix at midnight and that's it. Neil was giving me the kind of win you don't get in a corporate office. A "thank you" that smelled of damp grass and honest effort.

"Thanks. Glad it's useful," I said, which was insufficient, but it was what came out.

Neil was already moving back to the touchline, clipboard raised, calling Oliver's name to remind him where he was supposed to start. Oliver was approximately fifteen metres from his starting position, doing keepie-uppies badly and not minding.

⁂

Watching seven-year-olds play football is simultaneously the most chaotic and the most pure thing you'll ever see. There's no formation. There's no shape. There's just a ball and sixteen kids running at it like it owes them money.

Oliver was somewhere in the middle of the swarm, doing that thing where he runs very fast in a direction that has nothing to do with where the ball is going. I loved it. I couldn't explain to you what position he was playing. Neither could he.

I cupped my thermos and tried to be present. That's a word Claire uses. Present. As in: "Can you be present at dinner instead of checking your phone under the table?" Fair point. I'm working on it.

Coach Neil was on the touchline, clipboard in hand, shouting encouragement with the endless patience of a man who has accepted that nobody is going to pass to the wing. "Lovely effort, Archie! Next time, look up!" Archie would not look up next time. Neil knew this. It didn't stop him.

My phone buzzed in my jacket pocket. It had a couple of times already.

I didn't check it. I'm saying that because I want credit. I felt it vibrate, I knew it was a TeamKeeper notification. Make note: I left it. For about forty-five seconds I was fully, virtuously present, watching my son play football on a cold Saturday morning in Harborne, thinking about nothing except whether Oliver's socks were pulled up enough.

Then it buzzed again.

I checked. A Stripe webhook error from a club in Newcastle. Payment processing glitch, probably a timeout. Not urgent, but the kind of thing that would sit in my head like a stone in a shoe if I didn't at least look at the logs. I pulled up the admin panel on my phone, scrolling with one thumb, half an eye on the pitch.

Oliver scored.

I didn't see it. I heard the cheer. The parents around me, Coach Neil's whistle. Oliver's voice cutting through all of it: "Dad! Dad, did you see?"

I looked up. He was pointing at the goal, face split open with joy, looking straight at me. Waiting for me.

"Brilliant, mate! What a goal!"

He believed me. Kids don't see the lag time between the cheer and the look. He ran back to the centre circle with his arms out like a plane, and I put my phone away and felt the specific, low-grade nausea of a man who is always almost paying attention but never quite.

Claire wasn't there. Lily had a cold, they were home. But I could feel her look anyway. The one that says: You're missing it, James. You're right here and you're missing it.

I took a sip of the tea, but the heat of it felt unearned now. I tightened the lid on the thermos and watched the rest of the half. Didn't check my phone once. The webhook could wait. It would still be broken in twenty minutes.

Everything could wait. That's what I told myself.

⁂

They lost three-two, which Oliver reported on the drive home with the tone of a man who has studied the tape and identified the key systemic failures.

"The problem," he said, "was the second goal. The second goal was soft."

I asked what made it soft.

"Everyone just sort of stopped," he said. "You can't just sort of stop."

"Fair analysis."

"Neil said we played well though."

"You did play well."

He looked out the window for a moment. "I scored though."

"You did."

"Did you see it?"

There's a version of me that lies cleanly and says yes, describes the goal in detail he's already told me. The kind of specificity that makes a lie feel like a memory. I know how to do this. I've done it before, with smaller things, and the guilt sits in roughly the same place every time, somewhere between the sternum and the throat.

"I saw you celebrating," I said. The words felt like they had sharp edges, catching in my throat. "Tell me what happened."

So he did. In considerable detail. The step-over he'd been practising. He did get to use it, this is important, he wants me to know the practice paid off. And then a cut inside and then a shot, low, near post. The goalkeeper had gone the wrong way.

"He committed too early," Oliver said. "That's where keepers go wrong."

I gripped the steering wheel, the leather cold under my palms. I hadn't committed at all. I was like a keeper caught in no-man's land, feet planted in the mud while the real game, the one with my son, moved on without me.

Oliver didn't notice. In his head, he was already back on the pitch and reliving the goal. We drove the rest of the way in silence. I watched the red-brick terraces go by, waiting for the driveway and the part where I’d have to perform the same lie for Claire.

I reached for Claire’s thermos in the footwell. It was cold now, the tea gone bitter and dark. I followed Oliver toward the front door.

⁂

Lily was significantly less ill than advertised. She came running at Oliver the moment we came through the back gate into the garden, arms out, face alight, wearing her red wellies and a coat that was done up on the wrong buttons. The cold had apparently retired to a manageable level and she had things to do.

"Ball," she said to Oliver, pointing at the one in his hands. A pronouncement. A request and an expectation in one syllable.

"You can have it," Oliver said, "but you have to actually kick it."

"I will kick it," Lily said, with enormous confidence.

She did not kick it. She placed her foot on top of it and fell sideways with a soft grunt, landing the way small children land: completely distributed evenly across all available surface area. She then rolled onto her back and looked up at the sky with the expression of a scientist whose hypothesis has not been confirmed but who finds the data interesting.

Oliver took the ball back. She didn't argue. She'd moved on.

I put the thermos down on the garden table and found myself in the middle of the kind of afternoon I spend the other six days of the week trying to get back to. Cold air, low February sun making the garden look better than it is, Oliver dribbling in tight circles, Lily pulling up handfuls of grass and letting them blow away, her randomness a chaotic variable I couldn't map.

My phone buzzed on the table.

I looked at it.

TeamKeeper. Another notification. Different club, different thing, probably nothing. The screen lit up and then went dark again.

I turned it face-down.

Oliver passed me the ball and I passed it back and Lily charged between us and fell over again and made a sound that could have been a complaint or could have been delight. It's genuinely hard to tell with Lily. I kept my eyes on the garden and not on the phone, which was there, face-down, waiting.

The pull, I have decided, is not the urgency. The Newcastle webhook, the new notification, whatever it was, none of it was urgent. It's the specific anxiety of something that only you understand, that only you can fix, that will sit there broken for exactly as long as you let it. Build something no one else understands, and then you can never leave it. I'd thought that on Tuesday night, sitting in the study at midnight with Claire's text on my phone. I hadn't been able to work out whether it was a warning or just a description.

I could see Claire through the kitchen window. She was standing at the sink, mug in hand, watching us. Not watching the children, I mean. Watching me. She had that stillness she gets sometimes, where she's reading something, working something out.

She didn't wave. I didn't wave back. Oliver shouted "Dad, move!" and I moved, nudging the ball to him with the inside of my foot, and when I looked back at the kitchen window she'd turned away, back to whatever was on the counter, back to the ordinary business of Saturday afternoon.

The phone was still face-down on the table.

Oliver scored between the two plant pots and raised his arms and Lily tried to raise her arms and fell over sideways into the pot itself, sending it scraping across the paving with a noise like a small argument, and I laughed. Actually laughed, the kind that starts in the chest. I thought about nothing except whether Lily's knee was okay, which it was, she was already up, already pointing at the pot with an air of formal accusation, already building a theory.

The phone buzzed again.

I left it. I forced my hands into my pockets, my fingers curling into fists to keep from reaching out.

I'm telling you this because I want you to know I can do it. I can leave it. I just can't always explain why it takes so long, each time, to decide.

