
    
      
        
          
        
      

    




Craven Conflict

David Cooper


Copyright © David Cooper 2015

ISBN 978-1517137557

David Cooper has asserted his right under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 to be identified as the author of this work.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either a product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out, or otherwise circulated without the publisher’s prior consent in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition, including this condition, being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

http://davidcooperbooks.blogspot.com/


Also by David Cooper



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Hatred, Ridicule and Contempt


Infernal Coalition


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


"I found myself surprised by how much I enjoyed Hatred, Ridicule & Contempt ... it is a novel which should have a wide appeal, particularly for those who enjoy legal thrillers and would like to try something different to the usual American fare." - CURIOUS BOOK FANS

“Absolutely brilliant writing! Move over John Grisham and Michael Connolly – [Hatred, Ridicule and Contempt] is beautifully written, very well plotted and has a great twist. Well done.” – M.L.EATON, author “When The Clocks Stopped”
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“I’m really sorry, Wayne. I think I’m going to have to let you go.”

It was never going to be easy for Karen Rutherford to break the news that one of her staff members might be on the verge of losing his job. She tried to keep eye contact with the calm figure sitting opposite, as he looked back across the office with a barely discernible hint of surprise, and it was plain that her attempt was doomed to failure. He showed no sign of replying, and an uneasy silence descended.

Karen glanced out of the office window where her recruitment agency Ripple Birmingham occupied a small suite of rooms on a second floor in Temple Street, and caught a glimpse of the sign above the entrance to The Trocadero, a historic city centre pub well known to many a thirsty worker in the local commercial neighbourhood. It was just after midday, and she noticed a trickle of eager lunchtime drinkers already heading inside. Dragging her thoughts back to the nettle that she had finally steeled herself to grasp that morning, she found her voice again and broke the silence.

“You know how badly the legal division’s doing right now. There’s only enough work for one of us. Even in a small operation like this.”

There was little doubt in Karen’s mind. She could no longer delay forcing the issue that she had already avoided confronting for far too long. She needed to tell her right hand man Wayne Avery that she might have to make him redundant. And in order to avoid the risk of a claim for unfair dismissal, she was under a duty to give him every reasonable chance to fight his corner before she could progress to a final decision.

As a recruitment consultant specialising in the legal profession, running a niche agency of her own, Karen had been only too aware of how three harsh years’ worth of economic downturn had taken its toll. Her early life as a sole trader, after her distaste for office politics had led her to walk away from the career ladder at a major practice, had brought good fortune and prosperity. But those days were long gone. The sector was greatly oversupplied. There were too many lawyers chasing too few vacancies. The fact that many local law firms had chosen to batten down the hatches, in the hope of riding out the recession by consolidating rather than expanding, only made matters worse.

Karen herself hardly needed to be told that the boom times, when the solicitors’ profession had recklessly assumed an infinite demand for its services and had encouraged almost unfettered entry from the aspiring students at the proliferating law colleges, were unlikely to make an early reappearance. Rutherford Professional and Legal Recruitment (Birmingham) Limited, or Ripple Birmingham as she had branded the company from the outset, had suffered ever increasing collateral damage while the legal profession paused for breath.

She looked across the desk once more, anxious for Avery to respond before the silence became too uncomfortable. As he held her glance, his expression still deliberately neutral rather than hostile, he made as if to flick a speck of imaginary dust from his left lapel, his fingers slipping underneath the folded fabric in the process. The gesture was not lost on Karen.

“Oh, come on, Wayne. I wasn’t born yesterday. Put it on the table.”

For his part, Avery had once been a perfect solution to Karen’s aim of striking a balance between her working life and the lure of her outside interests. He had chosen to turn his back on a university degree course altogether when he narrowly failed to gain a place at Cambridge, eagerly embracing the world of recruitment instead. Having rapidly worked his way through the ranks of a leading agency with a nationwide presence, he soon decided that he would rather not wait there indefinitely and risk never gaining the recognition that he felt he deserved. Working for himself, when he judged the time to be right, could not come soon enough. A smaller practice was his ideal answer.

Four years earlier, Karen had been nursing personal political ambitions. It was no easy task to find a means of keeping her business on the right track while pursuing the chance of a Parliamentary career. But she had been greatly impressed by the ambitious young man who seemed so readily to fit the ideal profile of a trustworthy colleague who might one day become her equal partner in the firm, despite only being twenty five years old. Avery’s eagerness to proclaim ‘everything I touch turns to sold’, and his persistence with the painful cliché even after its coincidental ridicule via the unforgiving medium of reality TV, had once been an endearing quirk. His fee earning skills soon won him a pay rise, director status, and a promise of an equity stake in the company if he continued to impress.

But the passage of time had eventually led Karen to abandon all ideas of ever becoming an approved Conservative candidate. Her active involvement in politics, after leaving the party over an issue of principle shortly before the 2010 General Election and then being welcomed back a year later following a root and branch upheaval in her local association, had finally come to nothing. It all seemed so futile to her once she had concluded that she held little affinity for what she saw as the needlessly wasted years of Coalition government.

Having decided to commit herself fully to the world of recruitment again, and to free herself from time consuming distractions as far as possible, Karen had not taken long to notice that her efforts to focus on rebuilding a full personal caseload had coincided with a distinct decline on Avery’s part. The downturn in legal sector recruitment activity was insult to injury, but no excuse. It was then only a matter of time, as Avery’s apparent complacency began to grate on her all the more, before she reached her almost inevitable conclusion. There was never going to be enough law firm recruitment work at Ripple Birmingham for two headhunters. She would need to have the courage of her convictions, and initiate a discussion that was virtually certain to lead to the two of them parting company.

“Fair cop.”

With a grin flickering briefly across his face, Avery reached into his breast pocket, took out the miniature tape recorder, and deliberately placed it in the middle of the desk between him and Karen.

In Avery’s early days at Ripple Birmingham, when he had begun the process of building his workload up to full capacity, it had not taken Karen long to hear that an increasing number of client firms and candidates were remarking upon her new assistant’s astonishing feats of memory. Despite rarely taking notes in meetings, and concentrating instead on an intensely focused blend of questions and advice, his subsequent written work and correspondence following the meetings seemed to show an incredible eye for detail. Karen would never have found herself any the wiser, had it not been for Avery’s boasting to Dawn Vallance, Karen’s PA, about how he managed to create such an impression.

“Let me just make one thing clear first, Wayne.” Karen was determined not to allow herself to feel unnerved, despite the knowledge that every word she said was now being captured for posterity. “I haven’t made a final decision about this yet. It’s my duty to explain what’s behind it all, and to make sure I’ve consulted you properly. If there’s anything you can think of that might point me in a different direction, this is your chance to tell me about it. I really don’t want to lose you, but this isn’t a perfect world, and I can’t pretend that the situation out there isn’t getting desperate.”

“So you think that taking my candidates and my clients off me is a magic bullet?”

There was a touch of barely disguised insolence in Avery’s response. Karen made a supreme effort to stay calm.

“They’re not yours, Wayne, they’re mine. I own the firm, not you. Anyway, surely you can see that you’ve barely covered your salary and your overheads ever since last summer?”

Avery shrugged. “What about Neeta?”

“She’s still well ahead, just as she always has been.”

In marked contrast with the firm’s legal division, the management accountancy area of the practice had been notably resilient despite the recession, thanks to the diligent efforts of Neeta Patel. Never one to show off, her fee earning had reflected her understated drive to succeed in her own way. Karen was well aware that Avery had little in common with his quiet and unassuming colleague. It came as no surprise that he would take the chance to draw her into the debate despite the lack of justification for doing so.

But after another few moments of awkward silence, Avery’s next comment was far from what Karen might have expected.

“Well, maybe you’re right. Maybe there isn’t enough legal work on the books to keep Ripple afloat.”

Ignoring what she took to be a contrived pun, Karen passed over the typed summary of the firm’s position and prospects that she had prepared earlier. She had included enough information to make it plain that making Avery redundant might be a fair and reasonable option, in the face of Ripple Birmingham’s difficulties, but she had also been careful not to disclose anything of a sensitive financial nature. She was never going to overlook the fact that Avery was only an employee.

“Can I suggest you have a good look at this. If you haven’t got anything in the diary, I’d be happy for you to take the afternoon off to think about everything. Tomorrow as well if you like. Let’s pick up on everything on Monday morning at 10.00, shall we?”

“OK then, if you say so. I’ve got no meetings planned, and I’m only waiting on..... no, I’m not really waiting on anything. It doesn’t seem like a great deal of consultation, though.”

Karen bit back an exasperated response as her eye fell on the tape recorder once more, and she thought quickly for a more diplomatic way to phrase what she had intended to say.

“Well, I can’t exactly sack myself, as you know. As I’ve explained, Neeta’s safe, and there’s good reasons for me to make that clear. I’d love to move somewhere less expensive, but there’s another two years left to run on the office lease. And I don’t imagine for one minute you’d want to go part time and drop your salary. If all these law firms would start taking more people on, we wouldn’t be in a situation like this.”

Wayne nodded, picked up the tape recorder and pushed his chair back.

“OK, Monday it is. I’ll go off and gather my thoughts. For the record, you can take it as read that I’m not very happy.” Slowly and deliberately, he switched the recorder off and put it back in his pocket. Without a further word, he stood up, walked out of Karen’s office and retreated down the corridor to his own. Karen braced herself for the sound of a door slamming, but it closed quietly.

Glancing across her desk as the tension of the meeting dispersed, Karen noticed the unopened copy of the latest edition of “HR Now” and a feature headline beneath the plastic wrapping that read “Work-Life Balance: New Perspectives”. She gave the magazine a bitter scowl. It was hardly the right time for any self employed small business owner, particularly one involved in a ruthlessly competitive industry and a struggling sector, to be reminded that work was only supposed to be a means to an end.

But as her thoughts turned to what lay beyond the workplace in the outside world, having had little reason to celebrate her thirty-fifth birthday a few weeks earlier, she could only shake her head in disbelief at where she found herself. Eighteen months earlier, not long after she had finally abandoned any hope of a career in Conservative politics, she had lost her widowed mother to a sudden and aggressive form of cancer. The ritual formula ‘passed away peacefully after a short illness’ was hardly comforting.

Having picked herself up and thought long and hard about what might give her the chance of enhancing her overall quality of life, Karen had taken the paradoxical decision to uproot herself from her home in the East Worcestershire countryside and move to an executive flat on an up and coming development in Moseley, not far from central Birmingham, in the hope that she might feel more comfortable in an urban setting after all. And, indeed, that she might improve her chances of finding the committed personal relationship that had eluded her for so long.

As Karen tried her best to banish the unwelcome memory of the closest she had come to achieving this in the previous year – a short lived affair with a married man who had betrayed her by meekly returning to his wife after scarcely a month, his blunt final text message standing in symbolic contrast to his earlier effusive promises – the phone rang. Two messages from Dawn brought her quickly back to reality. Gemma Gabriel, a prospective new candidate who had seemed full of enthusiasm to launch her quest for a commercial litigation role that would match her seven years of experience, had cancelled an initial interview that had been Karen’s sole diary commitment for the next day. And the head of Human Resources at Howe & Palmer had called to confirm that they did not wish to arrange a second interview for a candidate who had been quietly confident when he had called Karen to tell her how his first interview had gone. No, she thought, it never rains but it pours.

* * * * *
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“Just take a seat back in reception for a few minutes, if you would. We need to have a brief chat in private.”

The interview was over. Paul Craven heard the meeting room door close behind him, and selected a convenient chair to relax in while he waited for the two men who had questioned him in detail over the previous hour to come to a conclusion. He thought quietly to himself that he had finally managed to give the interview performance of his life.

It had been bad enough for Craven to be forced to pick up the pieces, in his early thirties, after being made redundant. His law firm employer had fallen on hard times and had decided to close his department in the process of slimming itself down to make itself more attractive for a takeover. There had been too many firms in the already declining Stoke on Trent area competing for too little work, the acclaimed Potteries all but a footnote in industrial history. A steady loss of clients as a result of business slowdown and insolvency had hit some firms harder than others. The niche firm where Craven had worked as a legal executive, dealing with the disputed claims that emerged from commercial debt collection work, had been ruthlessly targeted by rivals offering cut throat fee discounts that had proved too tempting for its clients to refuse.

What had made matters so much worse for Craven, as he saw his employer abandon its litigation practice altogether ahead of throwing in its lot with a larger firm, was that job interviews were completely unknown territory. Indeed he had never worked anywhere else in his life. Having left school at the first possible opportunity, with a respectable set of exam results but little desire to continue academic studies in a setting that he found hostile, he had gratefully taken up the office junior’s role that his solicitor uncle had arranged for him in a law firm not far from home.

Craven’s keen eye for detail, alongside his dedication to mundane tasks that his colleagues spurned, was soon recognised. An impressive spell as an accounts clerk led in due course to the firm deciding to sponsor him through evening and home study law classes. He gained admission to the Institute of Legal Executives without seeing the need to boast unduly about his achievement, and quickly settled into his new fee earning role in charge of contested debt collection, working on his own. At one stage there had even been talk within the firm of encouraging him to undertake further professional studies and aim to qualify as a solicitor, despite his lack of a degree. However, he saw little appeal in either the sabbatical from work or the more intensive round of wider learning that this would have involved. The job he did was sufficient for his needs, and he nursed no greater ambitions.

But the good days were long gone as the firm spiralled into decline and lost its independence. One of its most reliable and dedicated employees suffered the ultimate form of collateral damage, as its door closed on him for the last time. With a bare minimum severance payment in his pocket, and with no prospect of persuading the predator firm to take him on alongside most of his old colleagues, Craven had been left way outside his personal comfort zone when faced with the need to find a way to make a living, for the first time in his adult life. Over and above his very bald CV, he discovered the cold reality of his home town of Stafford having even fewer law firm opportunities than the Potteries region from which he had just been ousted. Widening his search, he had contacted a sympathetic recruitment consultant in Birmingham whom he had chanced upon after a great deal of online trial and error. A couple of days later, he caught a train for an initial get together in the New Street station concourse, accepting the consultant’s explanation that this was more likely to put him at his ease than a formal meeting in the office.

Four law firm interviews later, all of them to no avail and with a consistent theme in the interviewer feedback of ‘nice enough chap, but nothing special about him’, Craven’s perceptive headhunter had stepped in. Craven had eagerly accepted the suggestion of a couple of hours’ intensive coaching on how to set about impressing a prospective employer face to face. The catchphrase ‘sometimes you’ve got to fake it to make it’ soon became firmly fixed in Craven’s mind, alongside the array of persuasive techniques that his mentor explained. The interview at Bastable & Co, a medium sized commercial practice in Birmingham, an opportunity that had coincidentally emerged soon afterwards, was an ideal chance to put everything to the test.

Craven had only felt hesitant during the coaching when advised to try to play a sympathy card at some point in the course of an interview – ‘family, personal, whatever’ – and even more uncomfortable when he had been put on the spot to come up with something fitting the description then and there. He had reluctantly disclosed the fact that his mother was in a distant nursing home, her faculties continuing to decline, and that he spent many a weekend making the long journey from Stafford to Leeds to see her. He had found the enthusiastic reaction to his private disclosure rather distasteful, but had held his peace. At least he had been fortuitously spared any pressure to share a deep health related secret of his own.

Craven was afflicted with Asperger’s syndrome. He was only too aware that it comprised a most unforgiving form of autistic mental condition that played havoc with his ability to come to any natural understanding of the world at large and those around him. He had never been provided with any formal medical diagnosis of the condition, but had gradually worked out for himself that he was a sufferer. It had started with a once trusted school friend’s indiscreet comment that he had taken to heart, and had led to many a subsequent lonely night occupied with online searching, meticulous study of medical guidebooks, and self analysis. As he examined his day to day life experiences and setbacks, he was left in little doubt. He could find no other explanation for the difficulties he regularly faced in interacting with others on a social basis. It had frightened him to the core when he had drawn his conclusions. And it was plain that there was nothing whatsoever about his predicament that he might ever be in a position to change. He could only aim to cope.

Craven had at least been able to work out that he fell within the high functioning Asperger’s spectrum. As was the case with most sufferers at that level, he had never found that the condition caused him any day to day difficulty in earning a living. He followed careful routines and was grateful for the mundane nature of the work itself. But this small mercy had not dissuaded him from resolving to keep his discoveries private. Save for members of a local support group, he had only spoken of the condition with a select few whom he could not avoid telling, choosing otherwise to rely on coping strategies. The last occasion when he had broken his vow to any greater extent, in the mistaken belief that it would bring him sympathy and understanding in the face of his then imminent redundancy, had backfired on him and left a deep mental scar.

As he sat and waited for his interviewers to finish their private conversation, it was plain to Craven that telling anyone about his condition in the course of testing the harsh and unforgiving legal sector job markets was out of the question.

“Please come back in.” Craven snapped back out of his private thoughts and looked up. Even he could not mistake the broad smile on the face of Rufus Squire, one of his two interviewers. “I think you’ll be pleased with what we’re going to tell you.”

He obediently followed Squire back into the meeting room. As he resumed his seat, he could not help noticing that the picture at the bottom of the document in front of Squire was no longer unmarked, and had been scribbled on in red ink.....surely that’s not devil horns? His curiosity was quickly extinguished as Squire deftly turned the page over and took up the conversation once more.

“Well, Tony and I have had a chat, and we like what we see, and we think we’re prepared to take a chance. As we explained, we were really looking for a qualified solicitor for this role, but you’ve come recommended and you’ve impressed us today, and we think there’s every chance you’ll fit in nicely here at Bastables.”

Craven could scarcely believe his luck. He had taken great pains to follow all the coaching on interview technique that had been a closed book to him for so long, unnatural as it had been to go beyond mere straight and honest answers and to engage in role playing. Keeping eye contact. Praising the interviewers’ questions. False smiles and laughter. The odd touch of exaggeration, balanced by flattery. And all of that actually coming together, over a vacancy like this one?

“That’s really kind of you, Mr Squire.”

“It’s Rufus.”

Craven paused, briefly troubled by his natural deference to anyone he perceived as a superior. Especially anyone with a slightly unusual first name. He quickly remembered his briefing on interview technique and made eye contact, forcing a smile.

“Thank you – Rufus.” Craven glanced quickly away from Squire and tried to catch the attention of the stern looking man beside him. But Anthony Wagstaff was evidently deep in concentration as he read through his interview notes, pen in hand, and Craven found himself tongue tied. Fortunately he was spared further discomfort when Squire fixed him with another beaming smile.

“Let me just recap on what’s brought us together today. As I’ve explained, we were waiting for one of our associates to come back from maternity leave, and we only found out a month ago that she’d decided to take her full entitlement rather than come back early as she’d promised. Women, eh?”

The remark and the braying laugh that accompanied it left Craven with a fleeting vision of the medieval kings and barons once occupying the castles whose history he found so fascinating in his free time. He felt a touch of embarrassment at Squire’s comment, more out of surprise than offence, but managed to keep a straight face and answered only with a faint nod.

“Anyway, and this is the real reason why you’re here today, we thought we’d be able to solve the problem once our two firms had merged on the first of April.” Squire gestured towards Wagstaff, who had by now looked up but seemed just as forbidding. “One of Tony’s assistants from Lewis Hackett was lined up to come over from their office in Edgbaston to hold the fort at Bastables, working under one of my colleagues, but for some unaccountable reason she got cold feet and resigned. Hope it was nothing personal!”

His laughter this time struck Craven as even more contrived, but again he managed to nod and smile.

“Then blow me down, one of the other associates here comes in and tells me she’s up the duff and all set to join the baby club, and she’s decided to take every single day of her pre-birth maternity leave. Only a few weeks more in the office.” As Squire pulled a contrived face, Craven averted his eyes. “Which leaves me with a pile of top quality commercial dispute work, desperately in need of someone keen and enthusiastic with balls – I mean, with the balls to take the job on. And now you’ve walked through the door. I think you’re our man. How about it?”

Craven was not to know that Squire had interviewed two other potential recruits in the preceding ten days and had offered the job to both of them, only to be turned down on each occasion. But this time Squire was well aware that his candidate was likely to be anxious, not merely keen, to accept the position after a prolonged and continuing spell of forced idleness following his redundancy.

For his own part, Craven’s urge to seize the first chance in weeks to start earning a living again was briefly checked by his disquiet at the manner in which Squire had confirmed his offer. But he knew that he had little choice.

“I’m very pleased. When would you like me to start? I’m not working at the moment, as you know. I could start next Monday if you wanted.”

Squire and Wagstaff exchanged glances.

“I think it would suit us better if you joined up on the first Tuesday after Easter.” Squire checked a nearby calendar. “That’s the first working day of the newly merged firm.  Two and a bit weeks from now. We’re having a computer systems overhaul next week, we’ll be closing our books at the end of the month, and we go forward together under our new banner straight afterwards. It’s also when Caroline Shore’s going to start handing her files over, before earth mother syndrome kicks in.” Another braying laugh accompanied the witticism. “You’ll fit in much better then.”

For the first time since Craven had been invited back into the meeting room, Wagstaff spoke.

“I agree. It’s enough of a nightmare for Rufus and me to cope with making all this happen. You’ll be far better coming on board once there’s less chaos. It’s going to be bad enough having to run a single firm from separate offices.”

Try as he might, Craven could not understand why the logistics of two law firms merging their practices should count against him starting earlier and bringing his frustrating spell of unemployment to an end. He almost spoke up, but once again he remembered his interview coaching and nodded his head, forcing another smile.

“Now, let’s go over the main terms.” Squire reached for a checklist. Ten minutes later, nursing the promise of a letter in the post to confirm what he had just been told, Craven was left with the impression that the starting salary was very much at the lower end of the range that he had been led to understand might be on offer. Once the cost of his commuting was reckoned in, he would not be any better off in real terms than he had been in his previous role, much closer to home. But he knew full well that he was in no position either to choose or to try to negotiate for more, a point that he sensed his interviewers would know only too well. He listened politely until Squire asked him if he had any questions.

“Er...not right now. I’ll probably think of some in the next couple of weeks, though.”

“Just email them to my secretary. I’ll make sure they’re answered.” Squire stood up, and the dour Wagstaff finally showed a more human side as he reached across the table and offered a handshake, which Craven gratefully accepted. “Let me show you out. As I said, we’ll make sure all the paperwork’s with you by the weekend. Paul, it’ll be a real pleasure to welcome you to the firm.”

As Squire opened the meeting room door and strode across the reception area towards the exit, a sudden thought struck Craven as he followed in Squire’s wake.

“Can I just check something, Mr Squire...er, sorry, I mean, Rufus? Should I let Ripple Recruitment know about what you’ve told me?”

In an instant, Squire’s expression changed to a frown. Craven felt an all too familiar wave of confusion. He knew full well from his research into his own mental weaknesses that interpreting another person’s facial change was something he could never hope to be entirely sure about. For one awful moment he wondered if he might have thrown away the chance of a fresh start in the legal profession after all. But just as quickly, Squire’s charm was back.

“Oh no, no, no. That’s not the way this is done. Just leave it all to us. We’re paying the fee, so we have to follow procedures. Nothing to worry about at all.”

“It’s just...” Craven tailed off, as Squire held the door open, smiling broadly as Craven shook his outstretched hand. “Er...thank you very much again. I’ll see you in April.”

“Right you are, Paul.” In a moment Squire was gone, and Craven found himself alone in the street outside Bastable & Co’s office. It quickly sunk in that his career problems would soon be at an end, and the soul destroying months that had seen him involuntarily barred out of earning a living in the legal profession would soon be over. The welcoming coffee shop across the road was too tempting to pass by in favour of an early train back home to Stafford. He was soon sitting alone in a far corner armed with a large white coffee, the myriad choices of exotic brews on the baristas’ menu remaining a closed book to him.

Craven felt a strong urge to share his good news, but as he pulled out his mobile phone he hesitated. His widowed mother remained in a distant nursing home and would be unlikely to understand more than a few words of anything he told her. His few close friends were hardly any more likely to appreciate interruption during the working day. This left one obvious person to call. But after only four rings, the voicemail message kicked in, and Craven was thrown. Ending the call without waiting for the tone, he keyed in a text message, taking his usual pains to ensure that it was grammatically perfect.

“Bastables offered me the job twenty minutes ago. I am really pleased. They will confirm it with you. Thank you very much for all of your efforts in helping me. I really appreciate them. Regards, Paul.”

As he sent the message and reached for his coffee cup once more, he was in no doubt that Wayne Avery would be delighted to have heard from him.
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[image: ]




The weekend had done little to ease Karen’s anxiety about the dilemma she faced. With the time ticking ever closer to half past ten, and no sign of Avery despite the fact that she had asked to see him half an hour earlier, she wondered whether to pick up the phone and call him, reluctant as she was to show any sign of weakness.

Karen’s working day had at least begun with one piece of reasonably promising news. A candidate had secured a second interview for a position that offered an above average salary and the hope of a premium level commission for Ripple if he fitted the bill. But the news was dampened by Karen’s suspicion that her PA was brooding over some unexplained problem of her own. Before the new working week was fully under way, Dawn would normally be eager to chat about how she had spent her weekend. On this particular Monday, having turned up for work much earlier than usual, she was surprisingly quiet and distant. Karen had let it go, but she had resolved to grasp this particular nettle once she had tackled Avery.

Ten further minutes passed before her office door opened, without a preceding knock. Avery entered and sat down opposite.

“Just been following up a lead, off site. Probably won’t come to anything, but it was worth a try.”

Karen noted the lack of any apology for Avery’s lateness, but chose to bite back the cutting response that she had almost fired in his direction. Someone who might soon be out of a job deserved some slack, she decided, despite his lack of courtesy in making her wait.

“Forget it. How’s things?”

“Not great, to be honest. Hardly able to eat or sleep for the whole weekend.”

There was nothing in Avery’s appearance to suggest that he was suffering from lack of sleep or any other discomfort. But again Karen thought it better to let the response pass without letting it provoke her.

“Sorry to hear that. Would you like me to bring Dawn or Neeta in? Just to keep everything above board?”

“No need, thanks. And I’m not wired for sound today.” Avery deliberately turned back his lapels and patted his breast pocket.

“Thanks for that. Have you had a chance to think about what we discussed last week?”

There was an awkward silence before Avery replied.

“Well, I’m at a bit of a loss, to be honest. It hardly seems that long ago when you were promising me a proper equity stake in the company.”

As Karen weighed up her answer, she wondered why Avery was not putting up more of a fight. There was nothing about his demeanour that showed concern for the threat to his livelihood, just some unspoken air of near insolence.

“Wayne, you know as well as I do that the good times are long gone. I have to be completely frank and open about this. Have you got anything to suggest? I’m genuinely undecided. This is your chance to say your piece. If you can come up with any good reason at all to make me scrap the whole idea and think it through again, I’m all ears. But I have to say you’re not making it any easier for me.”

“OK, then...how about bumping Neeta and giving me the finance division? Last in first out? That’s fair, isn’t it?”

Karen could hardly believe the absurdity of what Avery had just suggested. The utter lack of enthusiasm or sincerity in his tone of voice spoke volumes.

“Oh, come on, Wayne, you know very well that you’ve only ever been involved in legal recruitment. Is that really the best you can do?”

Another awkward silence followed before Avery finally spared Karen the need to prompt him. The look he gave Karen was curious.

“Tell you what. Let’s have a half hour break. I need some more time to think.”

As Avery stood up, clearly assuming that he would have his way, Karen struggled to keep her temper in check. The disruption that the late start to the meeting had already inflicted upon her plans for the day was now in danger of escalating.

“OK, if you like. But I really need feedback, and I need it soon. It’s just as hard for me as it is for you.”

But Karen’s comment was as good as futile. Avery was already half way towards the door. His only response was a nod as he left and closed the door behind him. Suppressing the outburst that had almost broken through, Karen took a deep breath and phoned through for Dawn to join her.

“I don’t miss much, Karen. Something’s up, isn’t it?” As she came in and sat down, Dawn’s question was hardly unexpected.

“You’re right. I’d can’t really say anything more just yet, but I have a tricky situation with Wayne. Hopefully we’ll be able to work something out.”

“Maybe.”

“Are you OK? You don’t seem yourself today.” Karen asked.

“I’m fine.” Dawn looked away. Karen was by now convinced that she was holding something back, and gave her an enquiring glance. But it elicited no further response, and they settled down to deal with the firm’s weekly cashflow review. The quarterly rent payment was only seven days away, and their examination of the figures for that particular week’s projected income and outgoings was generating little comfort.

Twenty minutes later, a ping from Karen’s computer terminal announced an incoming email. Noticing that it was from Avery, and not only headed Today’s Discussion but also marked with the red exclamation mark of urgency, Karen hurried to open it. She could hardly believe what she was reading.

‘Karen,

Following on from what you said to me last week, you’ve clearly not changed your mind today about what you’re likely to inflict upon me in a few days’ time. So I’ve come to the conclusion there’s no point in staying here any longer. I think it’s best that I move on right now. Yes, right now. Work wise, it’s so quiet that I can’t see any point in arguing with you. It’s plain enough too that you wouldn’t be desperate for me to serve out my notice. Best that we go our separate ways today. Agreed?

I’ve attached a list of my key active matters, in the sense of scheduled candidate interviews with firms (three), second interviews pending (one, and frankly I wouldn’t hold your breath over that one) and CVs with firms waiting for reactions (four). The rest, as far as I can see, are all nothing better than speculative mailshot fodder. I’m not due to see any new candidates right now either.

I won’t pretend this is enjoyable for either of us, so it’s sensible we keep it as painless as possible.

Wayne.

PS. Have also signed form to resign Ripple directorship too, effective today. On my desk in front of me as we speak. You can file it.’

Karen read the email twice more and gaped at the screen. Remembering that she was not alone in her office, she pushed the corner of the monitor to enable Dawn to read Avery’s email for herself. Her mind racing, Karen’s eye fell on the cashflow spreadsheet that the two of them had been working through. She had tentatively earmarked the next month’s anticipated profits to be severely dented by the need to pay out Avery’s redundancy and notice entitlement.....but if he’s taking the initiative to walk out now, she thought, surely he’s just blown his severance pay altogether?

Karen was spared from further confusion as the door opened and Avery stood in the threshold, noticing her stunned look. There was a curious grin on his face, which Karen found jarring.

“Bit of a shock, isn’t it? Thought it would be. I can’t see any other way, though. Let’s just call it a day. Clean break here and now.”

The cocky arrogance of Avery’s comment only added to Karen’s disbelief. Thoughts were still running through her mind about how much of a financial windfall it would be for the firm, if he was serious about resigning then and there without waiting for any redundancy payment. She stood up.

“Wayne, have you thought this through properly? You’re really wanting to leave straight away? What about.....”

“Straight away.” The interruption saved Karen from having to concede that she had little enthusiasm to talk Avery out of the course of action upon which he was clearly fixed. “It’s got to be for the best. As long as you’re happy circulating your massive client base with the bad news. I’ll leave you to it.”

Offended as she was at Avery’s sarcasm, Karen refrained from rising to the bait. She glanced at Dawn and was met with a blank expression. As it finally sunk in that Avery’s shock decision might be the best outcome for which she could ever have hoped, she offered Avery her hand.

“OK, Wayne, straight away it is.” The handshake was a pale shadow of Avery’s usual style, fine tuned by years of networking, and Karen noticed that he could not now bring himself to look her in the eye. “Do you want to clear your desk and go right now?”

“Not much left to clear. Should take me all of five minutes.” He bent down to embrace Dawn, who had not stood up, and kissed her on both cheeks to her evident discomfort. “I’ll put my head back round the door when I’m done.”

In a moment he was gone. While Dawn flicked her hair back into place and pulled out a mirror from her handbag, Karen fell into her chair once more.

“Tell me I’m not dreaming this.” She read Avery’s email once again. “I’ve spent the whole weekend bracing myself to go through with my first ever sacking, and face up to the price I’d have to pay for it. Now this has just happened.”

“I’m just as amazed as you are. I thought there was something in the air.” Dawn hesitated once again. Karen wondered if she was finally going to share some more information with her, only to be let down as she changed the subject. “I’d better tell the payroll people. And we’d better get back to this cashflow.”

“I guess so. Let’s see if we can get it done before Wayne comes out to say his goodbyes.”

They both returned to the task in hand. But it was not long before their concentration was broken by a loud crashing sound, supplemented by a torrent of foul language. Karen hurried down the corridor with Dawn not far behind. She pushed open the door to Avery’s office, and saw him shoving a filing cabinet drawer back into place with needless force, another cacophonous impact echoing round the thin office walls.

“Wayne, what on earth’s wrong?”

Avery spun round.

“Lost one of my tapes. Can’t find it anywhere.”

Karen realised that he was referring to the concealed recording device that had graced the previous week’s meeting.

“Does it matter?”

“Yes, of course it does!” The venom within his response took Karen by surprise. Avery sensed that he had overdone it and tried to backpedal. “I mean – it had something pretty important on it, and I can’t find it anywhere.”

It must be the tape from last week’s redundancy consultation, Karen thought. But it’s water under the bridge now. Why the fuss?

“Well, if it turns up, Dawn will get it back to you.” Dawn nodded. “Can’t you at least leave on a more harmonious note than this?”

For a brief moment, Avery’s look was thunderous. But it changed in an instant to an oily smirk.

“I suppose so. Just find it for me, Dawn. There’s a good girl.”

Avery made a point of quietly closing all of the cabinet and desk drawers that still remained open. He placed an ornate desk diary into his executive case and closed it shut.

“Well, I guess this is where we really do go our separate ways.” With one last comment, Avery made to take his leave. In an instant it was over, with a perfunctory handshake for Karen and a brief and emotionless kiss on the cheek for Dawn. The main glass door to the outside corridor closed behind Avery for the last time as Neeta emerged from her office.

“What was all that crashing and banging? I was in the middle of an important call.”

“Wayne’s gone.” Karen explained quickly. “Didn’t he tell you anything?”

“Not a word. Good riddance, if I’m allowed to say things like that. He never liked me, and to be perfectly frank I never liked him either. As far as I’m concerned, if we hear anything from him again, it will be far too soon and far too regrettable.”

Karen had no idea how accidentally prophetic her management accountancy specialist’s words would turn out.

* * * * *
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“For Dawn? Is that it?”

“Yes, no second name.”

“And the address?”

“Ripple Recruitment, Second Floor, Regal House, Temple Street, Birmingham.”

“OK, let’s run over the message again. ‘Thank you for all your help last week. Everything worked out really well. I’d love to meet up with you again some time.’ Don’t you want to add your own name? Or a pet name, or something?”

“No, just leave it as it is, thanks.”

“Whatever you say. They’ll be with her first thing tomorrow.”
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Tuesday 19th March
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What should have been an ordinary working day for Dawn was derailed by two early and wholly unexpected interruptions.

Having barely sat down at her terminal, mindful of the complete lack of any appointments in the intranet diary for the day ahead, she looked up at the sound of the entry buzzer. To her surprise, she saw a delivery driver standing outside, carrying an enormous bunch of flowers. She was even more taken aback to discover that she herself was named as the recipient. Putting the flowers on her desk, she read the anonymous message card with curious interest.

“Taking the mickey again, Wayne?” She addressed thin air as the courier closed the door behind him, then thought again. There was someone else, this time last week.....who could it have been? Turning to her monitor screen, she called up the firm’s central diary, only to find that the entry she knew had been there for the previous Tuesday had been erased. As she shook her head in disbelief, she thought about the paper copy she had taken when –

“Bloody hell. Look at this!”

Dawn spun round as Karen stormed up to her desk. It was obvious that something had tipped her all too volatile temper over the edge. She took the sheet of paper that Karen held out and quickly read it, realising straight away what had provoked the enraged outburst.

‘Dear Ms Rutherford

In the light of your company’s restructuring, I have decided that my interests in looking for a new job are best served by severing my connections and putting my trust in a new agent, namely Wave Recruitment.

Please do not send out my CV to anybody else. I am ending our business relationship with immediate effect.

Regards

Chris Thompson’

Dawn passed the email back to Karen. She hardly needed to be told about the financial consequences of Ripple losing opportunities to place candidates and to gain commission from doing so.

“You reckon Wayne’s put him up to this?”

“Bloody right I do. It’s outrageous. What the hell does he think he’s doing?”

“God only knows...” Dawn hesitated, not wanting to risk aggravating Karen any further. “Let me just look this candidate up.” A few keystrokes later, Dawn had the records on her screen.

“Chris Thompson, paralegal. Looking for a job in personal injury. On the books for ten weeks, roughly. CV sent out five times. No interest in him yet.”

Karen scowled at the thought of a lost client. Although paralegal placement was a far cry from the more lucrative work involved in finding new roles for experienced solicitors, it was still a source of income not to be spurned. Many paralegals were in fact law graduates, on the lookout for any chance to get a foot in the door once their studies had finished, knowing full well that there was an acute shortage of training contracts in what had become an oversupplied profession. It was never far from Karen’s mind that if she was the one who had helped a grateful paralegal take a step onto the first rung of the ladder, she might be assisting in a more lucrative career move at a later date.

“What about Wave Recruitment, then? If that’s not a deliberate play on Wayne Avery.....”

“Let me find out.” Dawn called up the firm’s direct access to Companies House records and was soon looking at a list of names. “Wave Recruitment UK Limited. Established twelve years and based in Portsmouth. It’s the only one that sounds close, but it surely can’t be his.”

“I know. It sounds as if it’s something to do with shipping. Try Wayne himself.”

A few keystrokes later, Dawn had produced a search result for company officers with the target name.

“Only one Wayne Avery, at least. Two directorships. One’s us, of course. The other’s a company called Isabel Dennis Limited. Let’s take a look at that...” Her fingers flew over the keyboard. “Right, this is interesting. He only signed up as a director yesterday and we can’t download the filed record yet. The company’s less than a year old and it hasn’t lodged any accounts yet. Want to hear who the other directors are?”

“Go on.”

“Dennis Harold Avery and Isabel Margaret Avery. I’d hazard a guess that they’re his parents.”

“That sounds right.” Karen thought for a moment. “So what’s his game? When he left yesterday, he had a dormant non-trading company in his back pocket. Today he goes on record as a director. And I’ve just lost a candidate to him. He must have set up on his own. What’s he been trying to hide?”

Dawn glanced down to the floor, not answering. Karen was oblivious as she carried on thinking out loud.

“I suppose this Chris Thompson bloke might just be a mate of his. Someone who’d follow him wherever he went. I’d better just keep a close eye on it.” Karen finally noticed the newly delivered flowers. “What’s all this about? Don’t say you’ve got a secret admirer.”

“I thought it was Wayne playing practical jokes. Half expected a poisonous snake in the middle.” Dawn passed the card over. “No clues from this. For all I know, you might be right. Not that my husband would be too impressed, not in the week before our tenth wedding anniversary.”

Keen as she was to find a clue to the paralegal’s defection, Karen drew a blank.

“I see what you mean. This message isn’t obviously anything to do with Wayne. Any idea who else it might have been?”

“I did wonder whether it was some bloke who came in this time last week. Soaked to the skin. Said he’d run all the way from New Street Station because he didn’t want to be late for his interview. I dried his jacket for him while he was seeing Wayne.”

“Sure you didn’t dry his trousers too?” Karen’s anger had finally died down as they shared the joke. “Not another disappearing paralegal, I hope.”

“No idea. The diary entry’s vanished.” The phone rang and Dawn picked it up to answer. “For you. Fiona Bingham, from Hunters.”

Recognising the local firm from whom she had not heard for many months, Karen gestured towards her office and hurried away as Dawn transferred the call, the lost candidate briefly forgotten.

Twenty minutes later, Karen was grateful for the new instruction to search for a five year qualified family law specialist. She thought once again of the email she had received earlier that morning from the defecting paralegal.

If Wayne put him up to that, surely he’s broken his contract?

Karen reached into a desk drawer and extracted the file containing Avery’s employment history. The first two items, his job application and the copy of her offer letter, were stark reminders of better times long gone. Dismissing them with a baleful glare, she soon found what she was looking for.

‘Service Agreement – Rutherford Professional & Legal Recruitment (Birmingham) Limited and Wayne Avery.’

As she recalled the bright and promising future that she and Avery had once enthused about together, when they had signed the Ripple contract, Karen shook her head in dismay. She quickly flicked through the document to find the clause that had triggered her latest train of thoughts.

‘Post Termination Restraints

21. It is a condition of your employment that for a period of twelve months immediately following termination of your employment for any reason whatsoever, you will not, whether directly or indirectly as principal, agent, employee, director, partner or otherwise howsoever, approach any individual or organisation who has during your period of employment been a customer of ours, whether a candidate or a prospective employer of a candidate, if the purpose of such an approach is to solicit business which could have been undertaken by us.’

So you’re banned from poaching my clients for twelve months. And that covers employers as well as candidates.

Instinctively Karen reached for the phone, but she caught herself before keying in the number that she had instinctively recalled. For the sake of one paralegal, she thought, who might be some drinking buddy of Avery’s anyway, it was hardly worth spending money she could ill afford to lose on legal advice that she might not need. The amount that she had been charged, and was still being charged, by the solicitors involved in the winding up of her mother’s estate continued to fill her with disbelief in comparison with what the firm actually seemed to have done. In her eyes, very little.

Karen glanced once more at the clause in Avery’s contract. She was convinced Avery had deliberately ignored the bar on poaching her clients, rather than simply forgotten that he was bound by it. Once more she thought about making a call. She knew that the solicitor who had drafted Avery’s service agreement on her behalf had become a good friend in the course of Karen’s brief quest for a political career, and would surely be only too willing to point her in the right direction. But she was interrupted when Dawn called through to let her know that her first appointment for the day, a new candidate, had turned up ten minutes early.

Many hours later, Karen was about to call a halt to what had turned out to be a more demanding working day than expected, when a new email announced its arrival. She opened it, and stared in disbelief.

‘Dear Ms Rutherford

In the view of your company’s restructuring, I have concluded that my interests in looking out for a new position are best served by severing my connections and placing my trust in a new agent, namely Wave Recruitment.

Please do not submit my CV to anybody else. I am terminating our business relationship with immediate effect.

Regards

Mark Davenport’

The jarring note struck by the opening phrase ‘in the view’ was all that Karen needed to confirm her suspicions. She quickly retrieved the email that had arrived earlier that day from the paralegal who had switched his allegiance to what was evidently Avery’s new business, and compared its wording with the one she had just received. She counted seven alterations, but the structure of the latest email was otherwise exactly the same as the earlier one. And there was something else too...

The font.

Despite the fact that the email heading was in standard Arial 10 point, the contents were unmistakeably written in Times New Roman 12 point, a font that Karen herself regularly used in more formal letters and documents.

Karen realised that Dawn had already left for the day. She called through to Neeta, who was still in her office. Once Neeta had compared the two emails, she was in no doubt.

“You’re right. I think this is a cut and paste job from a template, with some deliberate amendments. And it’s obvious that this man Davenport didn’t stop and read it properly before he sent it. Fancy starting off a serious email with ‘in the view’ – silly idiot.”

By now Karen was becoming more heated. “This has got to be Wayne’s doing. I think he must have knocked off a copy of our database. The treacherous bastard. This means war.”

Neeta thought for a moment.

“Why don’t you ring Davenport and ask why he’s done this? And whether Wayne put him up to it?”

“Nice thought, but I’m pretty sure it would be futile. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s been given a script. Assuming he didn’t just bar the call. Let’s check him out...” Karen soon had the details on her screen. “Another paralegal. Another personal injury merchant. Three months on our books. One interview early on, failed, and a few mailshots since then without a bite. Not much different to that one from this morning. This has got Wayne’s filthy pawmarks all over it.”

“What will you do?” Neeta asked.

“Make the call I was going to make this morning. Pains me to admit it, but I think I’ve got to go legal.”

“Best of luck. I’ll leave you to it.”

Karen fished out her mobile phone and scrolled through her contacts list to the number she had almost dialled earlier. Only to be met with an unwelcome message as the voicemail cut in.

“This is Alex Harris. I am now out of the office until.....”

Struggling not to panic, Karen listened to the rest of the message and dialled the mobile number listed on her phone contacts alongside the number for the work landline. This time her luck was in.

“Hello, Karen.”

“Hi, Alex. Where are you?”

“In the departure lounge at Heathrow.”

“Off somewhere nice?”

“South Africa. Two weeks.”

“Lucky you. I really needed your help.”

“Fire away. The flight’s not going to be called for another hour.”

Karen explained as Alex listened. He soon realised how serious the situation could become for Ripple Birmingham if Avery’s activities went unchallenged.

“I’d be minded to make a formal threat first thing tomorrow, to get something on the record.....”

“Can’t I just take out an injunction?”

Alex winced at what was an all too common misunderstanding of legal process. But he gave Karen the benefit of the doubt. He was not minded to be unduly critical of a client who had become a firm friend with him and his wife Susie after a short lived mutual venture into national politics.

“You have to apply for one. It’s entirely up to the judge. If you ask this Avery bloke to undertake to stop what he’s doing, with good reason, and he ignores you or refuses without good reason, you’ll stand a much better chance of an injunction. That’s why you need to threaten him.”

“OK, I understand that.” Karen paused. “Can you recommend someone to act for me? If you weren’t going off on holiday, I’d want you to do it. You drafted Wayne’s contract.”

“I know just the man. Lennie Rose, at Thornbury and Summerson.”

“Is he any good?”

“I should hope so. I taught him.” Alex quickly explained his long forgotten times at the firm where he had first been admitted to partnership, twenty years previously, before leaving for a better quality of life in a smaller practice. Lennie Rose, the trainee solicitor who had shared the experience of Alex’s most prestigious court action there, had progressed through the ranks and become head of litigation at the only firm he had ever known.

“Thanks a lot. I’ll call him first thing tomorrow.”

“Best of luck. Enjoy your holiday, and give Susie my best wishes.”

“Will do.”
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Wednesday 20th March
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Karen was back at her desk at midday, relieved that Lennie Rose had rearranged his morning schedule so that he could see her at ten o’clock. The text message that he had evidently received from Alex on the previous evening, alerting him to the new urgent instruction, had tipped the balance. He had promised to send Karen his suggested formal letter to Avery, which would make the threat of court action and set out the full reasons behind it, by four o’clock that afternoon.

Lennie had carefully explained that two crucial legal factors would determine whether Karen ought to be granted an interim injunction to stop Avery poaching her clients, pending a full trial of the dispute. She would have to prove that there was a serious case to be tried, and then in turn that the balance of convenience favoured the grant of a temporary but immediate ban on the poaching.

“How does that work?”

“In broad terms, it goes like this. If you can convince the judge that your restraint clause is fair and reasonable, that’s half the battle won. I’m relieved your contract only says he can’t entice your clients away. That’s a good start for you. It shows how reasonable you were. If you’d tried to stop him representing any candidate who’d followed him of his own free will, I doubt you’d have got anywhere.”

“OK, I’m with you so far.”

“Thanks. So if you do get over that first hurdle, the interests of the established business should defeat those of the new business.” Lennie had dealt with the legal tests on many previous occasions, but was well aware that his new client would need an explanation. “We’ll argue that even if you were awarded damages a year from now, assuming you won the full trial, that wouldn’t be good enough.”

“Why’s that?” Karen asked.

“Because of the damage he could cause you in the short term. If he’s allowed to carry on like this, it’s never going to be put right by money alone in the long term. Not if your best clients had all been enticed away by then.”

“OK. What’s he going to argue?”

“I expect he’ll say that he set his new business up on the assumption that he could trade with anyone. Including your clients. But he signed up long ago to a contract term that stops him doing that. So it’s tough luck for him if the judge slaps an injunction on him until trial. There’s plenty more fish in the sea.”

“Not necessarily in the recruitment business.” Karen spoke from bitter recent experience. “But I take your point. He’s chosen to strike out on his own, so he has to live with any problems of his own making. Anything he hasn’t thought through properly.”

“Exactly. But don’t lose sight of the fact that interim applications are all on paper. Only documents and legal argument. You don’t give evidence in person until the full trial, and nor does he. If he’s going to tell lies, you might not catch him out before the trial.”

They had moved on to address the uncomfortable issue of what it would all cost. Karen had flinched at the inordinate short term expense that litigation would inflict upon her. But she had quickly realised that it was the lesser evil compared to the risk of Ripple being damaged beyond repair as a result of client poaching – ‘this might just be the thin end of the wedge’ – and was thankful that she had chosen to invest most of what she had inherited from her mother’s estate, never once expecting that the small emergencies for which she had tucked the funds away might actually take the shape of a single major emergency.

“And of course it might never come to this, if he sees the sense of giving the undertakings we’re asking for.” Lennie assured her. “Let’s get real. If you’ve only lost two paralegals, and one of them doesn’t have the common sense to check that he’s amended a template properly, you might not be missing out on big fees.”

“Fair enough.”

Lennie proved to be as good as his word. The draft letter reached Karen by mid-afternoon. She could see exactly what had gone into Lennie’s methodical approach. He had outlined how there was only one sensible conclusion to draw. The two paralegals must have defected as part of a concerted plan. The similarity of their termination emails could hardly be dismissed as pure coincidence. As she reached a drafting note that Lennie had included to explain one particular section of the letter, she realised that the suspicions that she and Dawn had harboured on the previous day were only too justified.

‘Karen, I’ve just looked up the Companies House records for Isabel Dennis Limited. Avery changed its name yesterday, so it’s obvious that it’s all part of his plan. But he didn’t take enough care...’

Karen laughed bitterly as she read on. Evidently Avery had been in such a hurry to change the name of the company to that of his new trading style, via the Companies House online facility, that he had overlooked an embarrassing typing error. The official records of registered companies in England and Wales were now graced with the presence of “Wave Poofessional Recruitment Limited”.

‘I’m sure he’ll amend it straight away. But he’ll kick himself for missing it.’

The deadline that Lennie had set in the final paragraph for Avery’s formal undertaking to ‘cease and desist’, four o’clock on the following Monday afternoon, was as robust as she could have hoped. Karen was all set to reply to Lennie and give him the go-ahead to send the letter exactly as drafted, when she noticed another incoming email. The fact that it was titled ‘Your Restructuring’ left her in little doubt as to what it would contain, and her dismay was soon complete.

‘Dear Ms Rutherford

I have carefully considered your company’s restructuring, and have decided that my interests in looking for a fresh opportunity are best served by parting company with you and placing my business with a new company, namely Wave Recruitment.

Please do not circulate my CV to anybody else. I am ending our business relationship right away.

Regards

Dale Rider’

Realising straight away that she was looking once more at variations on the same template, Karen’s initial reaction was to slump in her chair and smack her open palm to her forehead. Quickly recovering, she hit the Forward command and typed a covering message to Lennie.

‘Letter’s fine in principle, but there’s another one who’s just jumped ship. Can you work this one in too? Obviously so keen to get shot of me that he doesn’t stop and realise he’s used the word ‘company’ three times in the same sentence. Pathetic. I’m just about to call up his credentials.’

It was hardly surprising to Karen, once the details appeared before her, that she had just lost yet another paralegal, this time someone who was looking for work in the residential conveyancing field.

“You bastard, Wayne.” Karen could control her rage no longer, muttering to herself as she forwarded the latest defector’s career credentials to Lennie. “You’ve got a bloody nerve. Biting the hand that once fed you. You’re going to regret this.”
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Friday 22nd March
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Avery reached the final paragraph and pursed his lips, as if preparing to spit on the letter, then checked his impulsive reaction and read its closing words once more.

‘Unless we receive the accompanying copy of this letter by 4pm on Monday 25 March, duly countersigned to confirm that you have provided and will abide by the undertakings set out above and will immediately cease to solicit Ripple Birmingham’s clients, no further notice of the issue of proceedings will be given to you. Should it be necessary to commence court action, our clients will be seeking an immediate injunction against both Mr Avery and Wave Professional Recruitment Limited, as well as damages, an account of profits, interest and costs.’

He opened his briefcase and extracted the copy of Ripple’s detailed monthly management accounts covering the preceding period up to the end of February. It had always annoyed him that despite making him a director of the company, Karen had only ever provided him with a brief excerpt of Ripple’s month by month financial information. He mentally congratulated himself for having had the initiative to remove the complete version from Karen’s desk surreptitiously when one of her meetings had overrun, and to photocopy it once Dawn had headed out for her lunch break, before finding another opportunity to replace it undetected.

Reaching the bottom right hand corner of the last page, he grinned broadly.

“You can’t afford to sue me, you silly bitch. Come and have a go if you think you’re hard enough.”

He put the letter and the accounts aside, and turned to a far more encouraging item of incoming post. The agents in charge of his intended new business premises, a small suite of rooms in a serviced office block in Brindleyplace, had confirmed that they would be ready for occupation on the Tuesday after Easter, just under two weeks away. Evidently he would be free to start moving in his personal effects as soon as he had signed the licence. He knew that it would not trouble him unduly to work from home until then.

Opening the next envelope, he smiled once again when he read the schedule for his newly approved business and commercial insurance policy, and congratulated himself for his foresight in taking out cover for legal expenses, for defending claims as well as making them. Little would Karen know about the practical advantage this would give him, if she did choose to take court action.

But next there was the small task of putting right his embarrassing typing error. He logged onto the Companies House website and downloaded the standard form to notify a corporate name change, and before long his mistake had been erased.

* * * * *
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It was a major relief to Paul Craven that his offer letter from Bastable & Co had finally arrived. He had been worried endlessly over the previous three days, fearing that Rufus Squire might have had second thoughts. Right up until the letter arrived, he had agonised over whether to call the firm and ask when it would be with him. His fear of doing the wrong thing had prevailed, and he had chosen to let it lie.

‘Further to today’s interview, I write to confirm our offer of employment with the firm, as a legal executive in our litigation department, with effect from Tuesday 2nd April...’

Craven was thrown by the opening phrase. The letter read as if it had been written on the actual date of the interview, but it was clearly dated 21st March. Perhaps it had been sitting on Squire’s desk and forgotten about, he thought.

‘Your supervisor will be Caroline Shore...’

The sentence only added to his bewilderment. He knew that this was the associate who would shortly be off on maternity leave. And yet Squire had not added any explanation of what would happen once she had left. He made a note to raise the point with Squire when he first reported for duty.

‘We will issue you with a formal employment contract that you must sign on your first day, and we will provide the rest of our new recruits’ document pack on that occasion too. As explained, we are overhauling all of our commercial stationery and standard forms in anticipation of our merger with Lewis Hackett...’

Craven asked himself what might happen if, for any reason, he found any of the contents of the employment contract not to his liking. He made the effort to banish the thought from his mind as he read on.

‘Finally, as requested, please leave all communication with Wayne Avery entirely in our hands. It is important that proper procedures are followed here.

‘I look forward to welcoming you to the firm on 2nd April...’

The warning not to contact Avery still made no sense in Craven’s mind. But he accepted that he should do as Squire had asked, and hoped that the text message thanking Avery immediately after the interview would not land him in any trouble.

‘CC. Wayne Avery.’

He noticed the very last words on the second page of Squire’s letter, and accepted that they were consistent with what he had just read. He settled down to the task of writing his acceptance letter. Once he had finished the letter and signed it, his thoughts turned to the holiday he had arranged for the pre-Easter week, a solo trip to the English Heritage castles at Scarborough and Middleham in North Yorkshire, which would also provide him with the opportunity to call in at his mother’s nursing home in Leeds.

Slowly but surely, he was beginning to feel more at peace, now that the damaging blow of his redundancy was almost completely healed. Just as long as his inner demons left him alone.
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Monday 25th March

[image: ]




‘Karen,

The deadline’s expired and he hasn’t answered at all. Completely ignored it. Do you want to push the button? I’ve cleared the decks at my end to get everything going as soon as you give me the word.

Regards

Lennie’

Karen had dreaded the news that Lennie’s email had conveyed. A restless weekend had left her well aware that she was caught between a rock and a hard place. She was in no doubt that launching into full blown court proceedings would be both expensive and uncertain, and she fully understood Lennie’s advice that the English courts did not always dispense justice. But the option of meekly turning a blind eye to the cowardly attack on the business she had patiently built up and nurtured for almost ten years was far from attractive.

She reached for a notepad and a pen, and jotted down some random thoughts.

‘Income poor in short term, uncertain in medium term, despite saving on Wayne’s severance.

Debts already becoming more of a burden.

Do not want to go overdrawn, or start borrowing. Not over three paralegals who I might never have been able to place anyway.

Use the inheritance?’

Ten minutes passed by before Karen sent her reply.

‘Lennie,

I can’t face this at the moment. It’s all too much for me to take on board right now. Let me give it another day’s thought...’

The response came back within ten minutes. Lennie reminded Karen that it was important to show a sense of urgency if she was to stand any chance of obtaining an interim injunction, especially when Avery had chosen to ignore the letter and the deadline rather than ask for time to consider his position.

An hour later, Karen’s phone rang.

“Hi Karen, Fiona Bingham. How are you?”

Karen remembered the new instruction from six days earlier.

“I’m OK, just about. You too?” They quickly finished their exchange of pleasantries and turned to business. “Is the ad good to go, Fiona?”

“Just about. Couple of minor tweaks.” It was not long before Karen’s advert for a divorce lawyer seeking a new challenge was all set for publication. “But that’s not the only reason I called you. What’s going on with Wayne Avery?”

“What do you mean?” For a dreadful moment Karen wondered if she was about to lose a law firm client, over and above the three paralegal candidates.

“I’ve been on the receiving end of one of his mailshots. Most of it’s nothing but hot air. But you’re not going to like how he’s promoting himself at your expense.”

“Go on.” Karen felt a chill.

“He says he’s striking out on his own, after four years as the powerhouse behind Ripple Birmingham.”

“Cheeky bastard. He’s just coasted for the best part of a year. At my expense.”

“That’s not all, though. You know that your letterhead uses the blue sea image behind the business name, in the top right? Well, he’s copied it. Just made the waves a bit bigger. And to cap it all, there’s some kind of mission statement running across the bottom.”

“What about it?” Karen asked. A sense of dread was beginning to well up.

“It reads ‘Ripple’s Out – Ride the Wave!’”

For a few moments, Karen was completely lost for words.

“Are you OK, Karen? Would you like me to send this over?”

“Er... Yes, please, of course. I’m just... I can’t believe he’s made this so personal. Nicking candidates was bad enough, but...”

“Nicking candidates?”

Karen quickly explained that she had been on the verge of suing, only to lose her nerve. Fiona’s response was robust.

“I’d really let him have it over this mailshot. Just think of how this is going to come across to any firms who haven’t dealt with you for a while. They might get the impression you’re closing down.”

“Fiona, you’re right. There’s no turning back now. I’ve got to take him to court, and I’ve got to do it straight away. Thank God you called.”
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Thursday 28th March
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As Karen locked up her office ahead of the imminent Easter break, for which she could work up little enthusiasm, she was at a loss to understand why Avery had completely failed to react to Lennie’s increasingly robust correspondence over the previous three days.

Once Lennie had heard the news of Avery’s newly adopted trading slogan and its insulting reference to Ripple, he had sent Avery one final letter and had copied it in advance to the personal email address that Karen had provided. The letter had left it beyond doubt that proceedings would now be issued without further notice.

On the following day, Lennie had put together a witness statement comprising the evidence in support of the intended court application. He started by explaining how and when each of the three paralegals had defected, how their actions could not be put down to mere coincidence, and how they had become Ripple’s clients in the first place.

He then covered how Avery had come to leave Ripple, and how he was duty bound not to poach Ripple’s clients after leaving. The paralegals’ curiously similar emails to Karen, he explained, must have had Avery’s hand behind them, in blatant disregard for the duty.

Finally, Lennie had mentioned Avery’s newly created letterhead and its deliberate similarities with Ripple’s own logo, over and above the ‘Ripple’s Out – Ride The Wave’ slogan that Avery had adopted in an obvious attempt to create a false impression that Ripple was in some kind of trouble.

Lennie knew from his lengthy experience as a litigator that openness and a sensible flow of information were exactly what the modern court rules encouraged, even in as hostile a dispute as this one. With this in mind, he had sent Avery advance copies of the finalised statement, the accompanying claim form and the application notice, at the same time as he had despatched the originals to the court office for their formal processing. But even then there had been no response from the man who had once been Karen’s co-director at Ripple, and who had now evidently chosen to bite the hand that had once fed him.

Having allowed a sensible interval, Lennie had called the court to find out if there was any news about a hearing date. One of the clerks had told him that the application would be heard on Thursday 11th April, two weeks ahead, and promised that the sealed documents would be with Lennie for service on the defendants no later than the Tuesday after the Easter holiday.

The only drawback was that the judge in charge of the local High Court’s commercial division, Her Honour Judge Marian Banks QC, would be unavailable on the day because of a Judicial Studies Board commitment. Her cases for that day’s court lists would therefore be left in the hands of a deputy. Lennie noted that the earliest free slot for the supervising judge would otherwise be at least a week later, and confirmed that he had no objection to the hearing proceeding before the deputy on the earlier date.

He made a further call straight away, this time to the London barristers’ chambers whose members he usually engaged for any court hearings of that kind, and asked who would be available to take the brief. He had gratefully accepted the clerk’s suggestion of Gilbert Hopkinson, an advocate who had thirty years’ worth of practice at the Bar to his name.

Once again, Lennie had written to Avery to report the hearing date and the identity of Karen’s intended representative. Once again, this provoked no reaction whatsoever.

Karen was left with a growing sense of foreboding, despite the fact that she was convinced that she had the moral high ground. What was Avery’s game? At least Lennie’s constant assurances that she was taking the right course of action were encouraging. Once again he told her how surprising he found it that anyone who had just launched a start up business, based on the assumption that any client of a former employer was fair game, could act in such an indifferent manner when faced with a serious threat that might stop the new venture in its tracks.

But despite Lennie’s attempts to put her mind at ease, the uncertainty was still eating away at Karen as she drove off from the city centre to her Moseley flat. With an empty Bank Holiday weekend ahead of her, save for the vague possibility of a meal out with a couple of like minded female friends on the Saturday evening, she reflected bitterly that the next few days might still end up being dominated by thoughts of work related problems.

In marked contrast, Dawn had set off two hours earlier for a fortnight’s holiday to celebrate her tenth wedding anniversary. Having left Karen with contact details for the temporary telephonist whom she had lined up to cover her absence, she emailed one more detail through to Karen about the events surrounding Avery’s departure. ‘The flowers man – I think his name was Paul Carter, assuming it wasn’t Wayne up to his tricks after all. No trace of anyone of that name on the books, though. Can’t understand why this mystery man would have gone to such lengths if we didn’t get him to sign up.’

Maybe he just fancied you, Karen thought. She discounted the chance that the anonymous stranger might be of any help in her battle with Avery.
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Tuesday 2nd April
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When Craven reported for his first day at work, he arrived to a state of chaos. He had made the short walk from New Street Station to his new place of employment in Cornwall Street, in the middle of Birmingham’s commercial district. His very first experience of what lay ahead turned out to be an encounter with two workmen in white overalls, who were in the process of dismantling a tired looking sign for Bastable & Co. A replacement sign bearing the shiny new logo for BLH Solicitors awaited erection. This came as no great surprise to Craven, in view of what he had been told about the two firms officially merging on that date. But the presence of what was unmistakably a team of computer technicians bustling through the firm’s common areas in a state of frenzied activity was rather more unnerving.

The flustered receptionist had told Craven to take a seat and wait for Rufus Squire to come out and greet him, her manner clearly giving the impression that she had more pressing matters on her mind than making a new recruit feel at home. Twenty minutes later, Craven was still sitting nervously on his own, as chaos continued to reign. He had not been offered coffee, and he had not dared to pick up a newspaper, thinking that this might give the wrong impression if Squire suddenly appeared. He was on the verge of breaking the uneasy stand off and asking the receptionist how much longer he might have to wait, when his erstwhile interviewer came striding up and offered his hand.

“Welcome to hell, Paul. Follow me.”

The beaming smile and the charm were still just as much in evidence as they had been on the previous occasion, but Squire was clearly in no mood to waste further words as he marched up two flights of steps with Craven doing his best to keep close behind. Not pausing to introduce Craven to any of the secretaries at the workstations across the centre of the departmental floor, or to look into any of the offices around the perimeter despite the many open doors that Craven noticed, Squire continued to a small office on the far side of the floor and gestured inside.

“Your new home.” The braying laugh was back. “Right, the most important files are on the desk right in front of you. Less important ones over there, on the other desk. Hopefully they’ve all got covering notes with them. Just jump straight in. You’re familiar with time recording in six minute units, I take it?”

Everything was moving a lot faster than the nervous Craven had expected.

“Er...yes, that’s what I did before.”

“Good, just what I like to hear. Time recording and billing’s by far the most important part of life here. Marketing’s a close second, but that can wait for now. Take a seat and get on with it. I’ll send my secretary in as soon as she has a moment, and she can explain how things really work round here.”

As Squire made to leave, Craven realised to his discomfort that he was not going to be given any fuller explanation of office procedures, at least not then and there. Nor was he evidently going to be introduced to any of his new colleagues. He was being thrown in at the deep end. His eye fell again on the second desk, where there was a phone and a list of internal numbers as well as a stack of files. He felt a brief jolt of anxiety as to whether he would be sharing office space, cramped as the small room already was.
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