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Washed Out


Seagulls dove down towards the water, their legs outstretched, eager and hunting for fish that streamed up to the surface of the waves as if seeking death. The sun shone above the seagulls that partially blotted out the squinting light, with tourists roaming the beachfront and the sand, toes tickling the water that brushed onto the grains with the rolling tide. 
Maher sipped his cup of coffee. Black coffee, no sugar, dry and bland, as usual. But the blandness singed his tongue along with the heat, causing pain to trickle down his throat. It was painful, but at least it was something other than a depressing nothingness. 
Maher stared into the dregs of swirling coffee. Coffee beans had been grinded, then mixed with boiling water to splash up the concoction before him. Mixing, integrating, like the tourists out there, all milling with each other with nothing blocking their paths to one another. As seamless as the meshing of ingredients in a dish.
Maher sighed, swigged down another gulp of coffee, knowing that he just wasn’t like that. His life was wrought with this emptiness in his mind, a distinct lack of care in the world. He set the coffee mug back onto the table and stared around the empty café.
Empty because everyone was out there, enjoying themselves in the sun’s kisses, whilst Maher was alone, here, with no one.
He came to Kleve Island every summer to get away from the roar of the world for the hum of the sea. Kleve Island was a holiday haven, featuring a beach to die for, a sea that glittered in the sun as well as the backdrop of the stars at night, and the soft patter of waves that eased and calmed those whose minds were normal. 
Maher certainly wasn’t normal. He’d suffered more than enough.
“You’re still here, man?” the coffee-tender, the one operating the coffee machines and acting as a waiter since the place was so devoid of customers that day, said. “Everyone’s out there.” The coffee-tender, whose name Maher didn’t think to ask for, peered out onto the horizon. “How I wish I was out there, man. But money’s money, I guess.”
“No, it’s not,” Maher quickly said.
He felt the coffee-tender stare at him, though Maher didn’t meet his gaze. 
“It’s not,” Maher continued, words rushing out. “Not if you know what’s good for you.”
The coffee-tender turned to Maher, then grabbed a chair and sat down at Maher’s table. Maher glanced up to find someone who looked no older than a teenager staring back at him. The coffee-tender's face was slightly chubby, cheeks protruding, with a light beard slinking from one side of his jaw to the other. The beard wasn’t long, and it was clear to anyone with half an eye and a brain that the coffee-tender was green behind the ears.
“What do you mean, it’s not?” the coffee-tender asked.
Maher gazed past the coffee-tender's shoulder to the shimmering sunshine filtering in through spotless windows. Now he was the one wishing he was out there. Anything to avoid a conversation.
But his coffee wasn’t finished, and Maher wasn’t in the mood to leave the confines of his only safe space on Kleve Island.
“You’re young,” Maher began. “You think money’s everything in life at that age. I did, too. I’m not going to lie about the fact.”
“Everyone needs money to survive,” the coffee-tender said. “By the way, what’s your name? I see you every day and still haven’t popped the question.”
I never wanted you to ‘pop the question’, Maher thought, but the coffee-tender didn’t take his pause for an answer. So, Maher told him his name.
“Your name’s interesting,” the coffee-tender said. “I’m Idrees. Nice to meet you.”
Maher resisted the urge to sneer and shook the young man’s hand. Once their palms disengaged and Maher’s fingers returned to the cold sides of his coffee mug—cold despite the swirling smoke rising from its mouth—Idrees asked Maher to expand on his earlier sayings.
“Everyone needs money to survive,” Maher said. “But there’s things money can’t buy.”
“Yeah, like what?” 
Maher almost smiled at the answer. Almost. He’d thought that way once, too, and it had caused the pain he was engulfed by to hammer away at his life even harder. 
“Happiness you can’t buy, for one,” Maher said.
“I can buy things that make me happy.”
Maher clasped his fingers together, coffee swirling on the table and forgotten. Maher leaned in. “You’re speaking to someone who owns a boat docked on the pier over there. I’m telling you it doesn’t make you happy.”
“I buy a PlayStation, I get happy. Easy equation, right?”
“You’re still in school. Of course, you’d be thinking about equations of all things.” Maher decided to sip his coffee and gaze out of the window, at the horizon glimmering in the deep blue sky with not a cloud in sight. The beauty of Kleve Island had drawn Maher to it years ago, and still held that vitality like a bride that never aged.
“How is it not an easy equation?” Idrees said.
“You like disagreeing, don’t you?”
Idrees didn’t take that nicely, recoiling at Maher’s words. “I’m just trying to prove a point.”
“Your point is worthless. School can’t give you life experience. I’ve lived longer after school than you’ve been at school.”
“But where’s the hole in my reasoning?” Idrees contended. “You say I'm wrong. Why don't you prove it?”
Of all the conversations Maher had been expecting, this wasn’t even in the top one hundred possibilities—not that he’d mapped out a hundred possibilities, of course. That would be tedious and a waste of time.
“Let me tell you a story,” Maher said, leaning in. “I think it's enough...proof, as you put it.”
[image: image-placeholder]“I first got into construction through a friend of mine in my university days. I hated the idea of university at the time, and the friend wasn’t exactly the best when it came to school, either. We both decided to leave with a plan in mind.
I know you like school, Idrees, but not everyone’s that much of a geek, are they?
Obviously, now there’s no chance for anyone starting out in construction. But back then things were simpler, properties cheaper to build and cheaper to buy. The whole idea was to work yourself into the ground to save a lump of cash, then buy a property and rent it, or build a bunch of properties to sell later on.
That worked for me, of course, which was surprising since I was dirt poor before. I’m telling you this, Idrees, because I was like you at one stage, working a job I didn’t really like and thinking of all the cool things I could do with the money. Get whatever girl I wanted, fly on holidays three times a year to whatever country I wanted, eat the best food, live the best life.
Anyway, this friend of mine did it with me, and we worked at the same construction sites for a good ten years. I was eighteen then, proper wet behind the ears when it came to money, and life. But I did save and built up enough to get a property far out of London, where I lived at the time on a council estate.
This was back in the nineties, Idrees. Not your time. Now, that would never work. All the more reason to understand that money can’t buy happiness.
Then me and my friend wanted to grow. No, Idrees, I won’t tell you his name. I don’t even want to think about his name. He gave me the idea to expand in the first place, promising he could find a good property, we’d invest together and make a boatload of cash from it. 
Back then I was a money-hungry slob. If someone promised me extra money at the end of the month, they had me hooked, and that was all I cared about. By this point I’d gotten a decent income for myself—I wasn’t poor anymore, and I had a mother to look after. I wasn’t prepared to throw it all away for a new property. 
But that friend insisted, until I eventually caved and handed him a good fifty grand to invest in another property with. He’d told me he’d invest his own fifty grand as well, for a hundred grand property up in Lancashire—big house, which would triple in value over ten years given people’s need to move near nature.
I was an idiotic mid-twenties snob back then, so I didn’t bother to check the paperwork. He’d signed the property to himself, using my money to buy it. Turns out the whole thing had only cost sixty grand, meaning my fifty paid for almost all of it. 
My friend had stolen fifty grand from me, and then gotten a free house on top of it. All because I trusted him too much.
That’s the first lesson, Idrees. Money can’t buy happiness. In fact, if the wrong people are around you, it’ll tear your relationships to bits.
Why do you think I’m in a coffee shop of all places, spending time by myself rather than out there?
You must be careful with who you trust, Idrees. Especially once you make money. When you’re poor, you don’t need to think of these things. No one wants to take advantage of you because you have got nothing to give anyway.
But once you’ve got something they want, a lot of people become like vultures. All they wish to do is tear you apart and take some of the money whilst they’re at it.
After that, I cut the friend off of course. I wasn’t about to let someone into my life that had swindled fifty grand off me. I was cautious after that, didn’t socialise as much, kept mostly to myself and stayed with my mother, pretty much. 
There’s another way money can’t provide happiness—it can’t save lives. Sure
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