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For Matthew, miss you every day little bro.










Chapter One

Formidable Opponents







‘GOT HIM! RIGHT on the nose! HA!’ Matthew exclaimed as he pumped his fist in the air, the man on TV having no idea of his apparent ridicule.


‘Well done, Matthew. Another formidable opponent slain.’ Justification from the man who’s opinion Matthew valued above all else. Or was it? George hadn’t lifted his eyes at any point away from the notebook he regularly wrote in.


‘Grandad, I can never tell whether you’re serious or just taking the piss. Did you even see it? The insane accuracy? Card flicking should be an Olympic sport. Guaranteed gold medal here… Grandad… Grandad… Pay attention to your talented Grandson.’ Matthew dragged his lanky frame over the couch and waved in George’s face, stealing attention from the notebook.


A long sigh ensued. George looked up slightly and peered over his glasses at Matthew like a teacher interrupted from their marking. ‘Matthew, I would never begrudge you having any skill. You never know how it could help you in the future. But you need to have more about you, my boy.’ The glasses had now been removed and the notebook closed. Time for the serious talk. ‘You’re all I’ve got, Matthew, and I won’t be around forever. I want to be sure you can take care of yourself after I’ve gone.’


‘What are you talking about? You’ve got at least twenty years left in you, old man. Nobody gets around like you. You’ve got more hair than I do,’ Matthew reached over and shook George’s neatly parted, white hair. George waving him away in agitation. Of course George had nothing on Matthew’s thick, shaggy, dark brown hair.


‘I’m serious, Matthew. There’s a lot more to life than going to work, making coffee and hanging around with your mates. You need some direction. Some life skills. You need to challenge yourself. Sometimes I feel like you’re just coasting through life. Don’t hide away from the world. You’ve got so much to offer.’


‘I’m just looking for my calling,’ Matthew said defensively.


‘Looking or waiting for it to hit you on the nose? If you don’t explore what’s out there you won’t find what it is you’re looking for.’ After offering similar advice time and time again he wore the weight of a losing battle on his face.


‘Maybe you’re right, Grandad. I’ll start by looking at the bottom of this bag of chips,’ Matthew reached over to the coffee table and grabbed the bag of chips he’d started earlier. ‘It’s gonna be a bit of a journey to get there. I’ll keep you updated. Anyway, I’m only eighteen. There’s plenty of time.’


George shook his head in resignation and took a sip of his tea. He then stood and stretched his legs as he fixed up his beige cardigan, trying to ignore the constant, irritating crunch emanating from Matthew’s mouth. ‘I know it hasn’t been easy for you, spending so long watching everyone else grow up with their parents. Not a day goes by that I don’t think of them. I just want you to have the life they would have wanted for you. You’re eighteen now and need to think about the future.’


‘I know, Grandad. I know it’s been hard for you as well but I think we’ve done OK,’ Matthew replied.


‘Yeah. We’ve done OK. Now go put a shirt on and stop rubbing yourself all over my couch.’


Matthew was once again sporting his usual shirtless, sweat pants combination at home that irritated George. His natural ability to stay slim and toned, along with his darkish, olive skin, which he inherited from his islander father, gave him no reason to be self conscious about being shirtless at home. George, on the other hand, felt it a little inappropriate and was confused at the contrariness of Matthew’s outlook when in public.


‘How about a story when you get back?’ asked George.


‘Nice!’ came the reply as Matthew ran off to his room. 


Even as Matthew got older he could never resist listening to one of George’s stories. Somehow there was a new one every time. Matthew suspected that they were all linked but since George never used names for the characters, only descriptions, it was never confirmed and Matthew was never bothered enough by it to enquire. For Matthew, these were the only times he really felt like there wasn’t anything missing. He loved the stories, he loved that his Grandad was telling them and he knew that his Grandad loved to tell them. 


It was strange to him that George had never been a writer, instead being a carpenter after his stint in the navy until his eventual retirement. It wasn’t that he was bad at his job. In fact, he was known around town as being rather good. The stories, however, seemed to be his passion and was what he, at least in Matthew’s eyes, was best at. At the same time that made Matthew feel even more special. That he would be the only one to get to enjoy them made him feel privileged.


Matthew returned and launched himself onto the couch. The phone was switched to silent and the TV turned off. He rested his square jaw on one arm which was lounging on the back of the couch and fixed up the black rimmed glasses sitting on his long, broad nose.


‘OK. Ready,’ said Matthew. His thin lips stretched into a long, wide smile across his face, unable to contain his excitement as he awaited the next adventure. 


George sat himself back down on his old, well worn armchair with a fresh cup of tea and began his story. ‘Our hero washed ashore a strange land with nothing but the clothes on his back and the necklace he had found a few days previous. It was night time and the sky danced a peculiar dance. As he lay in the sand, attempting to catch his breath, the ocean water caressed his body. The reflection of the sky, along with something in the water provided a glow which faded as the water receded. The blood of the trees pulsed from a couple of clear patches in the rocky alcove in which he lay. As he fought to keep conscious he spotted the blurred outline of a woman quickly moving toward him. She knelt beside him as he faded to darkness.


‘The man woke some time later amid the candlelight which shrouded the room in warmth. He was on a bed within a room of stone. He knew not where he was, but could see the furnishings came from considerable wealth. On a table beside him lay a bowl of water, cloths and objects covered in strange symbols. There was a single window in this room, however no light escaped around the curtains. The door opened and startled the wounded man. In walked a woman. Tall and elegant in the way she walked, very beautiful. Her red dress hugged her body closely. She wore a silver, metal headband atop her head which was shaped as leaves from a tree.


‘Over time the man was nursed back to health and love blossomed between he and the woman that found him on the beach. However, the woman was already wedded to another and was raising little boys. For a short time the man stayed under her employ as a guard, however being that close to each other all the time was a dangerous endeavour to hold back their feelings toward one another. 


‘The realisation came that they must part and he must find his way back home. Over the course of a few months he sought the help of wizards and witches in order to restore his memory of how he came to be on the beach that fateful day. All the while he learned of the magic of the land and became skilled in wielding it to help others. He kept to the shadows and sought no reward nor recognition, however tales of a far away traveler, come to rid the town of evil, soon spread throughout the town. 


‘The man would find shelter wherever he could and resorted to theft from the house which had helped him. Having been there for a period of time he knew how to get in and out undetected and took only what he needed. While he took the risk to see the woman he loved she never saw him. It was safer that way, for both of them.


‘He eventually regained his memory of the past and with it, once again knew how to get home. The man visited his love one more time before he left, to say goodbye, and the next day he returned home. While he did return a few times to the strange world he had come to know, he never returned to the village and the woman that had saved him and cared for him. It would have caused them both too much pain to part again. In time he settled back home for good and found another whom he loved very much and started his own family.


‘And with that I think it’s time for bed, Matthew.’ George stood up and gave himself another stretch. ‘Don’t forget you’ve got work early tomorrow.’


‘How could I possibly forget when you go and get updated on my roster from Alaska every other day,’ said Matthew, with a somewhat sarcastic tone.


‘Where else would I go for a good meal and coffee? I’m not going to get it at those burger and pizza places you kids go to all the time. It’s also nice to go somewhere I can have a bit of a conversation,’ George said, taking his cup to the kitchen to wash it up.


‘We can’t all afford those boutique cafe prices, Grandad,’ quipped Matthew as he once again started flicking cards with each hand at random objects around the room.


‘That would be true if Alaska didn’t treat you like her own son. You could have anything you want before and after work.’


‘Yeah, but I need that grease.’


George shook his head and put his clean cup away. ‘Matthew, tomorrow I’ll be going away for one or two weeks so you’ll have to look after yourself for a little while.’


‘Where are you going?’ enquired Matthew.


‘Just going to see a few old friends. We’re all getting old so there won’t be many more opportunities.’ He coughed a couple of times and filled a nearby glass with water.


‘Are you alright Grandad?’


‘Yes, yes. I’m fine. Just old age catching up… As I said, I’ll be gone for a little while. There shouldn’t be any bills coming in so you don’t need to worry about that. Just make sure you keep the house clean and please don’t break anything. Oh, and please pick up all those cards you’ve thrown around the place. I’ll be taking them with me.’


‘Grandad, are you ever gonna tell me what all the symbols mean on the cards?’


The cards that Matthew had been flicking at objects with incredible accuracy were not a standard deck of cards. They had no numbers or suits and there were a few more than could be found in a deck of cards. There were symbols that did repeat across different cards but Matthew had no idea what games could be played with them. All of them had a symbol in the middle, some an eye, some a lightning strike, some a strange arrow and many more which Matthew could not discern. They were surrounded by shapes. Circles, triangles, rectangles. Then all the cards had a symbol repeated in all four corners. Matthew liked to think they came from some obscure culture that George had come across while travelling in the navy.


‘Maybe someday you’ll learn what they are for,’ answered George. ‘But not until you’re ready.’


‘Ready? Why aren’t I ready now?’


‘Life is a journey Matthew. Some answers are only available to you when the time is right. Alas, now is not that time.’


The down side to George’s amazing ability to tell stories, as far as Matthew was concerned, was that he could find new and inventive ways of being infuriatingly cryptic.







Matthew woke the next morning and slowly rolled out of bed. Another restless sleep was endured. A nightmare which so often frequented his mind once again made an unwelcome appearance. 


He was unsure whether this was a memory or just pieces put together from the stories he had been told. In the nightmare he was a small child. Given he was three years old when the accident occurred in which he lost his parents, this made sense. 


They were driving down a road in the darkness of night, dense bush either side of the road. The radio was playing old songs from the 1980’s. Matthew’s father was driving and his mother was in the front passenger seat, both of them jovially singing along. Occasionally his mother would turn and reach back to tickle his stomach, making him giggle. From the car booster seat Matthew could see the trees rush past. He was unsure where they were going but the road definitely felt unfamiliar to him.


‘What’s that up ahead?’ his father asked.


‘I can’t see anything, Daniel,’ she replied, slightly leaning forward in her seat.


‘There it is again. There’s an orange light that keeps flashing. Can’t you see it?’ he asked again, pointing forward, out the windscreen.


‘Yes, I saw it that time. There aren’t any houses out this way. I wonder what it is?’


They continued to drive, his mother and father taking guesses as to what the light could be. Suddenly an orange light filled the car. Matthew’s mother turned toward him, fear written over her face.


He could hear his father shout. ‘Matthew! Hold on TIGHT!’


Flames embraced the outside of the car. The front of the car shot up into the air. Time seemed to slow as the car rolled to the right. His mother screamed as she stretched her arm out to hold him. As they were upside down the car came down again. He felt unimaginable fear and cried out as the roof met the road. 


That was how the nightmare always ended. He wasn’t exactly sure what had happened that night. He had asked his Grandad many times and was told that there was a fire, his father lost control of the car and they crashed. Apparently somebody had happened upon the scene soon after. They called the authorities and pulled Matthew from the wreckage, unconscious but still clinging to life. Somehow the rear half of the car was still in good enough condition to not only save Matthew, but allow the rescuer to get through the window and pull him out. The bodies of his mother and father could not be retrieved until the firemen could cut through the wreckage. 


It was a mystery as to what had caused the fire which engulfed the car. The surrounding area was charred and embers were still alive on some of the trees when Matthew’s saviour arrived at the scene, however there was no indication as to the origin of the fire or why the car had flipped. 


Matthew had come to terms with never finding out what actually happened that night and had moved on with just his Grandad. All of his other grandparents had died before he was born so he was somewhat comforted with the fact that he had stuck around to keep his Grandad company for all those years. He couldn’t bare to think what would have happened had George lost all the remaining family he had left.


After steadying himself with a brief wash of his face, Matthew went to the kitchen to get himself some breakfast. George was already dressed and ready to go wherever it was that he was heading, just finishing off the last of his morning cup of tea. He was quite dressed up with a grey three piece suit and a duckbill cap. He also had an old ring which he had been wearing constantly for the past few months. Matthew assumed it was his old wedding ring and he was feeling a bit nostalgic lately. A packed duffle bag was sitting by the front door, ready for the trip.


‘Looking good, Grandad,’ remarked Matthew, pouring cereal into a bowl. ‘These must be some pretty important friends you’re meeting.’


‘They certainly are Matthew. My oldest remaining friends. A lot of stories over the years…’ He trailed off for a second, a look of deep thought on his face. ‘I best be off then. Please look after yourself and make sure you keep the place clean, especially if your mates come round.’


‘I will. You look after yourself. Don’t go chasing all the ladies. You might pull a hip.’ Matthew laughed and poured some milk onto his cereal.


‘Behave yourself, Matthew,’ replied George, attempting to scold Matthew while unable to keep a smile from escaping. ‘See you soon.’


‘See ya, Grandad.’


George picked up his duffle bag and left the house. Matthew set himself up on the couch with his breakfast and switched on the TV. He had enough time to slowly sort himself out before going to work, always one to leave getting ready until the last minute.


Eventually time ran out and Matthew couldn’t afford to procrastinate any longer. He quickly showered, clothed in his black jeans and cat t-shirt under a red and black plaid shirt, brushed his teeth and made sure his hair was curated to perfection, despite the shaggy look. With a quick check of his watch and a minor freak out at the time, Matthew ran around the house, picking up his phone, wallet, keys and attempted to put his shoes on while making his way toward the front door. Given the lack of time he’d left himself he decided against taking his skateboard, instead making sure he had his bus pass as he exited the house.










Chapter Two

Full Stop







THE NEAREST BUS stop was only a few houses down the road making it an easy option for when Matthew had spent too much time dawdling around the house before work.


Matthew and George lived on one of the last remaining blocks in the area that hadn’t been subdivided, fifteen minutes out of town where Matthew worked. It was the house that George and Matthew’s grandmother moved into before his mum was born. It was a three bedroom, two bathroom house that had gone through a number of renovations over the years to generally keep up with the times. With the passing of Matthew’s mum the garden had regressed to being “easy to maintain”, when once it had been home to a myriad of beautifully coloured flowers. 


Matthew quickly scrambled down the street as he could see the bus making its way from the other direction. Tagging on, he made his way down to the back of the bus. He plonked himself down on the seat next to a short, slightly stocky, teenager around the same age as Matthew.


‘Hey Saf. How you going? Sweet haircut by the way, ’ Matthew remarked on his short fade which had been a little more of an afro the previous day.


‘I’m OK. You running too late for your board?’


‘You know me so well.’ They both giggled.


Safiri Bombi had been best friends with Matthew since he arrived with his family from Mozambique when he was nine years old. They had been in the same class growing up through school and remained inseparable despite the vastly different levels of application and results. While Matthew took the more casual approach, coasting through and making sure he was generally liked by everyone, Safiri was pushed by his parents, and his own high expectations and fear of failure, to keep his grades up and get into university. 


Following their graduation from school they both took up jobs working at The Floating Star Café. Matthew had no trouble getting a job at the café as the proprietor, Alaska Sinclair, had known Matthew all his life. Alaska was a friend of Matthew’s mum and had taken great effort in making sure she could give Matthew as much help and love as she could after his parents had passed away. Matthew, being the charmer he was, found it an easy task to get Safiri employed as well.


They both got off the bus at the closest stop to the café and made their way down the path to work. The café was on a pretty busy strip on the outskirts of town, where business operated from the same small shops erected in the early part of the twentieth century. 


As they approached their destination another teenage man bashed between them, smashing their shoulders back. 


‘Watch where you’re going, losers,’ he said, followed by a menacing laugh. His two sidekicks walked past Matthew and Safiri and joined him, also finding the situation to be quite humorous. 


‘What the hell, Brad?’ said Matthew, a disgusted look on his face.


‘What are you gonna do about it Matthew? Nothing? I thought so… How about you?’ he turned and nodded in Safiri’s direction. 


Safiri backed up slightly and fixed up his large, thick, black-rimmed glasses which enlarged his already large, round eyes. He said nothing.


‘You gonna cry now, you little, fat loser? You’re just a couple of pussies,’ he continued berating the two startled young men. ‘Go run along to your stupid, fairy boss and make some coffees’.


Just then a girl walked out of the café. She was thin, and slightly taller than Safiri. She had shoulder-length, wavy, silver hair with black streaks and dressed in black jeans, a black tight t-shirt and white sneakers. The expression on the faces of Brad and his cronies suddenly became more fearful as a wooden spoon span through the air between Matthew and Safiri, and hit the arm of the cowering Brad.


‘WHAT ARE YOU DOING YOU PASTY PSYCHO?!’ he shouted as they turned and scurried away.


‘If I see you again I’m gonna beat the crap outta ya!’ she shouted after them.


Matthew and Safiri turned toward her. ‘Thanks Sam,’ they both said in unison as Safiri took out his inhaler and took a puff.


‘Seriously, you guys need to learn to stand up for yourselves. I can’t always save your arses.’ Sam walked past both of them and picked up the spoon. ‘Are you both gonna just stand there looking like idiots? Come on,’ she said as she walked back into The Floating Star Café.


The café doubled up as both a café and a bookstore of the more spiritual variety. Alaska, the owner and operator, was a tall and slim, middle-aged woman who seemed to take a lot of her cues from the swinging sixties. She wore layers of flowing, colourful clothes, hoop earrings and various bangles on her wrists. Her greying, red hair was always kept out of her face by a colourful headband or bandana. Although devoid of makeup, Alaska’s red, cat eye glasses were the feature atop the celestial nose on her diamond shaped face. 


‘Just ignore them, boys. Sticks and stones and all that. The best way to show them is to just be happy and don’t let them get to you,’ Alaska remarked as they walked through the door, clearly keeping a keen eye on the scene that was unfolding in front of her shop.


‘And Sam, you need to watch your temper. It may get you into a lot of trouble one day. Have a little think before you go running off throwing spoons about the place.’


‘But they were bullying Safiri and Matthew who, might I add, need to stick up for themselves or it’ll keep happening.’ Sam’s eyebrows raised and body stiffened as she plead her case, unable to understand what it was that she had actually done wrong.


‘This is a place of relaxation Sam. I love your passion and desire to help but we can’t go around shouting and throwing things.’


Sam clenched her fists and stormed into the coolroom at the back of the kitchen to calm down.


‘Sorry, Alaska. We should’ve just come straight into the shop and ignored them,’ Matthew conceded as he and Safiri started organising themselves and preparing tables. 


Matthew’s more carefree, happy-go-lucky attitude to life had come about from spending so much time with Alaska whilst growing up. The café was like a second home so it made sense he would take the opportunity to get paid for being there. He and Safiri were very well liked by customers of The Floating Star. Both were very well mannered and dealt with every situation in the calm, relaxed way that the café sold itself on. Safiri was quiet but knowledgeable on everything anyone asked of him, and also dressed very nicely in either a white or black v-neck tee (on this occasion it was white) and jeans with business shoes. While Matthew charmed his way into everyone’s good books and kept them smiling. Sam Walker, on the other hand, was quite fiery, but nobody made a better (or quicker) tea and coffee in the area. It was like all the emotion she had was channelled into the task at hand and made them all a perfect team. 


‘Safiri?’ called Alaska.


‘Yes, ma’am,’ he replied while setting out cutlery.


‘When do you start uni? I need to start looking for another casual to take up the shifts.’


Matthew couldn’t waste the opportunity to start a little banter. ‘Be careful Alaska. In a couple of years Mr Businessman over here will have bought this place and turned it into a chain.’


‘Oh behave yourself, Matthew.’


Sam also couldn’t resist herself. ‘How long until we’re all sailing around the islands on your giant yacht, Saf?’


‘Guys, come on. I’m not doing anything special. I might not even be able to finish my degree.’ Safiri turned his round face away from the rest of the staff and awkwardly kept setting up tables, trying to pretend he wasn’t the center of attention.


‘That’s rubbish. Nobody coming out of school knows the ins and outs of government forms and accounting like you do. There’s definitely nobody who could tell me how those forms changed throughout history. You’re like a vacuum for governmental knowledge,’ said Matthew. 


This was generally how any conversation went that was related to Safiri. Matthew and Sam would tease him a little. Safiri would be very awkward about it and denigrate himself. Then Matthew would build him up again as the greatest high school graduate who ever lived. To be fair to Matthew, Safiri was extremely smart and helped his parents deal with all their immigration matters, even from a young child.


‘Speaking of yachts, Sam, can’t your rich, surgeon mum already afford a yacht.’ Matthew now started to turn the banter onto Sam.


‘I need a bigger yacht than that, Matthew,’ she replied, very sarcastically, which was met with laughter from the staff of The Floating Star Café. 


‘Grandad is going away for a little while if you guys wanna hang out at my place?’ asked Matthew, keen to keep some sort of company in the house.


‘I’m in,’ confirmed Sam.


‘I’ll talk to my parents and make sure they don’t need me for anything,’ said Safiri. This was his response every time plans were being made despite him rarely being unavailable. Matthew really didn’t mind. For him, he would love to have a family to get in the way of his free time on occasion so he was loath to bear ill will toward Safiri for at least being kind enough to check with them.







The next few weeks flew by with Matthew, Safiri and Sam living the easy life. Other than working at the café they had no other plans and just lived day to day. Their free time was filled with junk food, movies, hanging out at the lake near Matthew’s house and generally trying to avoid Brad and his gang who seemed to love nothing more than belittling Matthew and his friends. It was still a month until Safiri started university so they didn’t have a care in the world.


When George returned home from wherever it was that he had gone, he found that Matthew didn’t quite keep his promise of keeping the house clean. While it certainly could have been worse, there were plenty of packets of chips and lollies on the dining and coffee tables and some empty pizza boxes sitting on the kitchen bench. It was about the level of cleanliness that George had expected on arriving home without giving Matthew any notice. 


Rather than clean it all up, George waited until Matthew and his friends came home and gave them a bit of a scare, pretending to be furious with the state of the house. After a well earned laugh at the state of shock on their faces (as they had never seen George so angry) he ordered them around from the comfort of his armchair while they gave the house a good clean.


As they were almost finished, a few rubbish bags sitting by the front door ready to be taken out, George began to groan.


‘Are you OK?’ called Matthew from the kitchen, as he washed a cloth in the sink.


George groaned again.


‘Grandad! What’s wrong?’ Matthew ran to George. Safiri and Sam appeared from the hallway. They were packing up and getting ready to go back to their parent’s houses. George was clearly in pain and struggling to breathe.


‘I’ll call the ambulance!’ Sam immediately pulled out her phone from her pocket and dialed for help. Safiri went to the kitchen and filled a glass of water to bring to George.


As they awaited the arrival of the ambulance, Matthew, Safiri and Sam tried to comfort George, however he did not tell them what was wrong with him or where the pain was. After fifteen minutes of trying not to break out into a full panic the ambulance arrived. The paramedics carefully moved George onto the gurney, gave him some medication for the pain and wheeled him out of the house, into the ambulance and left. As Sam was the only one of the three with a driver’s license and a car they quickly jumped in and followed as closely as they could to the hospital.







Sam dropped Matthew at emergency and went to park the car. Matthew ran inside and headed straight to reception.


‘Hi, I need to know what happened to George Sampson. He was just brought in.’


‘What is your name and relationship?’ asked the nurse.


‘My name is Matthew Parlour and he’s my grandad.’


‘OK, Matthew. The doctor is with him now and I’ll let her know you are here. Please take a seat and she’ll come and give you an update when she’s finished with your grandad.’


Safiri and Sam joined Matthew in the waiting area after calling their parents to update them on what had happened. Safiri also called Alaska to update her and get someone to cover Matthew’s shift the next day. 


They nervously waited in silence for the next forty-five minutes until the doctor came out to summon Matthew. 


‘Hi Matthew, I’m Doctor Stewart and I’ve been looking after you grandfather for the last few months. Please come with me.’


Matthew followed the doctor down corridors and up the elevator all the while wondering why she had been looking after his grandad. He hadn’t mentioned anything about going to the hospital. They stopped outside a room and Matthew could see his grandad through the open door, hooked up to a number of devices and tubes. 


‘It’s good to finally meet you Matthew, although I didn’t want it to be under these circumstances. George talked about you every time he came in. He loves you very much and wanted to keep looking after you but unfortunately we all knew this time would come-’


Matthew cut her off. ‘What time? Why has he been coming to see you?’


The doctor was taken aback. ‘George told me he had talked to you about this. I’m so sorry Matthew but he’s been battling pancreatic cancer. He doesn’t have much time left.’


‘Why wouldn’t he have told me?’


‘I don’t know. As I said I had been informed that you knew. Did you notice any changes with him? Deterioration in his appearance or lack of appetite?’ she asked. 


‘No. He wasn’t a big eater and he didn’t look any different.’ replied Matthew.


‘Are you sure? How often did you see him?’


‘He’s been away the last couple of weeks but usually I see him every day. We live in the same house. How much longer does he have?’


‘Maybe hours. A day at most. I’m so sorry you’ve had to find out like this.’


‘Can I see him?’


‘I’ve given him something for the pain and he’s sleeping right now but he should wake up soon. He made sure to tell me that he needs to speak to you regardless of his condition. It might be a good idea to go back down to reception and get a drink and call whoever needs to know.’


Matthew made his way back to reception. His friends asked him what happened but Matthew didn’t hear them. In fact he couldn’t hear anything beyond his own thoughts, wondering why his grandad wouldn’t tell him something like this, especially given he has no other family. What was he going to do now? He had never even contemplated life without his grandad. Really he should have known this wasn’t too far away. Maybe he just refused to see it. All these thoughts swirled around in his head. He walked straight past Safiri and Sam and outside, around a corner where it looked like he would be alone and broke down in tears. 


Safiri and Sam chased him outside, having no idea what was happening and found Matthew, crouched out of view by a wall with his head in his hands, crying. Matthew had always been the calm one of the group, keeping them all relaxed. They froze for a second, not knowing what to do, then walked over to Matthew, sat with him and embraced him. Despite not knowing the details of what was happening they both also had tears running down their cheeks. 


Finally Matthew collected himself enough to get some words out. ‘It’s cancer. He’s got a day at most.’ All three cried uncontrollably.







When they collected themselves enough to go back into the hospital Alaska was waiting for them. She didn’t say anything, she just wrapped her arms around Matthew. After a few moments she let go and put her hands on his cheeks.


‘When you’re ready you can tell me what’s happening. Just know that I’m here for you whatever you want to do.’


‘Thanks, Alaska.’


They were all allowed to wait in the room for George to wake up. Nobody spoke as two hours went by. George looked ten years older. His hair looked thinner, the lines in his face even more defined. Nothing made sense. There was nothing wrong with him when they came home from work earlier in the day.


George opened his eyes. ‘Hello everyone. Are we ready to get out of here and get some dinner?’


Alaska smiled at George and ushered Safiri and Sam out of the room.


‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ asked Matthew, his voice breaking as he held back more tears.


‘Don’t be sad Matthew,’ George replied, trying to smile. ‘Every man’s time comes for him eventually. This isn’t the end, just a transition.’


‘You never talked about religion before.’


‘Who’s talking about religion? There’s so much you don’t know. I was hoping I would be around when you discovered it. None of us know all the secrets of the universe, but I know more than most in this world.’


‘What are you talking about Grandad? And you still haven’t explained why you didn’t tell me about the cancer. You were fine a few hours ago.’


‘I didn’t tell you because you didn’t need to know. You’ve been through so much in your life already and you have so much more ahead of you. I had some affairs to get in order. Would you have let me go if I had told you?’


‘Probably not, but I deserved to know.’


‘Yes, you deserved to know,’ George was unrelenting at projecting positivity in his voice. ‘But we don’t always get what we deserve and what we think we deserve isn’t always what is right. And what is right is how you will go on from this. Everything I’ve tried to teach you through your life is just a small part of what you will become and if I’m right you will become something great. All you need to do is let yourself go. Let go of your comfort zone and let go of the fear of getting things wrong. You’ll get things wrong but you’ll get so much more right. I didn’t tell you what was happening because it will get in the way of what you’ll discover once I’m gone. If I told you everything you wouldn’t truly learn and grow.


‘As for me being fine, I haven’t been fine for some time. I’ve been able to hide certain things. I’m very good at keeping secrets, you know... I suppose you wouldn’t, that’s how good I am at keeping them. In time you’ll understand how and why I did all this. You just open yourself up to everything. It’s OK to believe what you believe, but be open to those beliefs being challenged and to change. All the stories I told you growing up, don’t discount them as made up fantasy. Most stories come from some degree of truth. A lot of them are distorted memories passed down through time. I may have embellished some things from time to time, but for the most part, they are true, as hard as that is to believe.’


‘How can they be true? They’re full of magic and strange creatures.’ Matthew’s heart was pounding. For a brief moment he forgot that his grandad was near death. Was this his intention? He thought. To distract him from the reality of the situation?


‘Magic is but a word, Matthew, given to what cannot be explained, or what just is. There are many things you haven’t seen but know to be true. In time your world and knowledge will expand. Maybe I’ll be watching you make your own stories to tell your children and your grandchildren. I love you so much and I’m so proud of who you are and what you will do. I’m sure your mum and dad are just as proud. You can and will do great things, just let go.’


Those last words brought Matthew crashing back to what was inevitable. ‘I love you too Grandad. How can I go on without you? I won’t have anyone left.’ Tears once again fell down Matthew’s cheeks as he leaned over the bed and hugged George.’


‘Rubbish, Matthew. You have your friends. You have Alaska. You’ll have a lifetime of people who will join you and love you. Your heart is so big. There’s enough room for everyone. I’ll be there with you, in your heart, just like your parents. Just let go.’


And with that George closed his eyes and drifted away as Matthew cried on his shoulder.








Chapter Three

Trinkets For The Lad





THE FOLLOWING COUPLE of weeks after George’s death were mostly a numbing blur to Matthew. As it happened, George spent some of his weeks away making arrangements for his death so that Matthew didn’t have to. Even if arrangements hadn’t been made, Alaska, the Bombi’s and the Walkers were there for Matthew every step of the way, whatever he needed. It was a comfort to Matthew, not just that they were there, but that George was right when he had told Matthew that they would be. 


Every last detail regarding the funeral was taken care of. The funeral directors were in touch with Matthew, usually through Alaska, explaining everything that was to be done on the day, where everybody needed to be and when. It was a funeral fitting for a naval officer and many people from the community and George’s life, past and present, were in attendance paying their respects. It was a beautiful sunny day with birds singing in the trees, a reflection of how everybody regarded George. Happy and pleasant with everybody that he came across. Matthew gave a short speech about how George had raised him and how good a man he was, all while holding back tears, a strength and courage that many had never before seen in Matthew.


There were a few retired officers from the navy who approached Matthew at the wake after the service, which was hosted at The Floating Star. They introduced themselves as men who had served with George many years before. They had lunch with George recently where he informed them of his condition, however he spent most of the time talking about Matthew and how he was destined for great things. The men chatted for a short while with Matthew about how George was back in their younger days and how George was actually quite the arrogant ladies man when he was younger. A far cry from the man he eventually became. Despite the depressing situation Matthew did enjoy hearing stories about his grandad which he had never heard before.


Matthew didn’t work during that period. Safiri and Sam still had their shifts to work and Alaska needed to be there to manage the store. When Matthew couldn’t bear to be alone any longer he would make his way down to The Floating Star in an effort to distract himself with the company he could find there. People would often sit down with Matthew to see how he was coping and his plans going forward, and to chat about George. There was also a box left at the counter where people would leave heartfelt messages of support for Matthew or share their own stories. 


He was so young when his parents died and did not know his other grandparents so he had never had to deal with a situation like this before. As for George’s desire for Matthew to let go and open himself to everything, he felt more lost and directionless than ever. Where before his direction was mostly to just enjoy himself and work to meet those ends, he no longer found enjoyment in anything. He felt no desire to do anything and was essentially going to the café in the hope that it would change.





George’s lawyer, Mr. Aldridge, had scheduled two meetings with Matthew. The first was immediately following George’s death and the second was a week after the funeral. Alaska joined Matthew on both occasions for both support and to help with anything Matthew didn’t understand. The first meeting was to sort through all the immediate affairs, mostly to do with ownership of the house and all the accounts associated with it. George had sorted and signed everything necessary for everything to go over to Matthew. At the time he was so numb to everything that it really didn’t register with him that he had inherited the old family home, despite the inevitability that it would one day happen.


The second meeting, taking place at Matthew’s house, was more personal as this one regarded all of George’s other personal possessions and final wishes. After exchanging pleasantries Alaska made them all tea and Mr. Aldridge began.


‘Matthew, I have a letter here that George wished me to read you after he had passed:’



Dear Matthew,


I am so sorry that I have left you. I’m sure you feel all alone, however that is far from the truth. You have people around you that love you and will be there for you whenever you need them. Others will also come and go throughout your life. Everything that was mine is now yours. Everything that I have given to others has already been delivered. Some of your new possessions, however, will only be found if you choose to look for them. If you don’t look for them you will have no use for them anyway. It is entirely up to you if you choose to let go.


Forever looking over you,

George Sampson (Grandad)




‘George instructed me to also give you this envelope and this deck of cards. He did not disclose to me what was in the envelope as it is for your eyes only. Do you have any questions for me?’


‘Do you know what he means when he talks about possessions that can only be found if I look for them?’ asked Matthew, looking very confused.


‘Unfortunately George did not give me any information about these items. I have known George for a long time. He was a very nice man but also very precise and calculated. He never left out any details unless he purposely intended to leave them out. Do you have any other questions?’


‘No,’ Matthew said softly, his head lowered looking at the envelope and cards.


‘Well if you think of anything else, please do not hesitate to contact me. Again, I’m so sorry for your loss Matthew. George and I saw each other quite often outside of work, usually running into each other at the pub. We would sit down and talk about all sorts of things. He was quite a brilliant man and I’ll miss sitting down to chat with him. I’ll leave you to it and again, contact me if you have any other questions.’


‘Thank you, Mr. Aldridge,’ said Matthew.


‘I’ll see you out Mr. Aldridge,’ added Alaska, trying to remain as upbeat and positive as she could on this sombre occasion.


When Alaska came back Matthew hadn’t moved at all. He was still trying to process everything that was happening and the letter that George had left him. 


‘Would you like anything, Matthew?’ she asked.


‘No thanks, Alaska,’ Matthew replied.


‘OK. Well Safiri and Sam should have closed up the café by now and will be on their way. I’ll leave you all to do whatever you want to do once they get here and get out of your hair.’


‘We all like having you around Alaska.’


‘I know, but you kids could do with unwinding a little and I’ve got some things I can get on with at home.’


After sitting in silence for ten minutes, Alaska’s arm around Matthew’s shoulders and his head resting on hers, Safiri and Sam sent a message to say they’ll be at the door in a couple of minutes. They arrived with bags of chips, lollies, pizza, nachos and ginger beer
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