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Chapter one




Jeffrey Wainwright’s eyes sparkle like a fridge light on cling film. 

I want to say it’s because he’s delighted by the intelligence of my company, but it’s probably due to the little bit of saliva he aspirated when I said, “In my next life, I’m going to be a dolphin linguist.”

Saying, “In my next life, I’m going to be a dolphin linguist,” to your prospective boss is not advisable, but then my ability to gauge ‘appropriate’ failed approximately half an hour ago when, courtesy of my hunger, my blood pressure dropped so low my heart pumped my thinking juice at a disastrous rate of a quarter of a mile an hour.

Admittedly, I had just arrived and hurriedly explain, “Because of the echo location. You know, the foot traffic. It’s like dodgems out there.”

Jeff chuckles generously through his bleached smile, so I know I haven’t arsed this up. Yet.

A bar is not the kind of place I would have expected to discuss an employment contract, but it is full of suited people, buoyed by release from their London corporate worlds. Jeff looks completely at ease among the other cuff-linked, twelve-tone-saloned-hair white people, and so, I think, it must be how things are done around here.

He sports a black and gold Omega watch. His jacket, slung casually on the stool between us emits the spicy scent of an expensive cologne applied sometime in the past with a little too much enthusiasm. 

Whereas I –

I shift from one bum cheek to the other, willing my 99p Primark knickers to unwedge themselves. I would tweezer them out with my fingers, but even I realise that might be considered a little indelicate.

I am in a league so far below these people, you’d need the Hubble Telescope to spot me.

“What can I get you, Sarah?” Jeff leans towards me slightly, the words purred as if he already had a couple before I arrived.

Aware I haven’t got this in the bag as I’m yet to sign anything, I settle on a prompting, “Would…champagne be appropriate?” It is 6.25 pm and I haven’t had anything to eat since I scoffed the last slice of bread that morning in my otherwise empty kitchen. I’m not sure what a glass of bubbly alcohol might do on a stomach that empty, but it has calories, so I’m willing to throw caution to the howling gale.

Jeff raises an eyebrow and one side of his mouth in one of those smiles that is either cocky or bemused. Or possibly both. The combination of brow and lip makes him look Jokerish. “Very appropriate.”

I keep my “Awesome” shriek on my inside, because I am a consummate professional and not fourteen.

He leans forward and pulls the stool with his jacket on out to one side so that our shins are a couple of inches from each other when we cross our legs.

He signals to the bartender, orders two glasses of Veuve Clicquot and I wonder, giddily, if I am seen as a prize asset who requires impressing, or if this is standard fare for a general manager of a luxury hotel.

I want Jeff to be confident in his decision to pick me out of the chef pack, and so I make an effort to string a few intelligent-sounding words together.

“I’m so thrilled you messaged me,” I say as he passes over a credit card. “I thought the dynamic in the interview was good, but it’s just so hard to gauge those situations, you know?”

“I do know, Sarah.” He hands a hissing glass to me and looks me in the eye as we clink a toast. “I can’t tell you how stirred I was when you agreed to meet.” His eyes flicker down to my bare knees and track their way to my ankles. 

Ah. So he’s that kind of man. The type that thinks wealth and status entitle him to some gentle leering. In this moment, I’ll let him. He is just about to put an employment contract in front of me.

His eyes return to my face. “You really do have all the right attributes.”

I give him the benefit of the doubt that he’s referring to my professional prowess and say, “Thank you, Jeff.” And a combination of pride and the knowledge that the misery of unemployment has come to an end fizzes in my veins like the bubbles in the champagne. “And anyway, this bar’s not that far out of my way.” I think of the Tube and bus ride it took to get here and wonder how I will pay for the return journey. Perhaps he could organise an instant advance. Unlikely. Or I could say I forgot my wallet and did he have spare cash for an Uber? “Course, I’d come. This is much more exciting than doing it in an office.”

“You’d…?” Jeff loosens his tie and takes a slurp of his champagne. When the bubbles have fizzed their way over his tongue, he leans across the space between us and says, “You bad girl. I find doing it in the office very exciting.”

And that is when I realise something is off. It is in equal parts the “bad girl” comment and the fact that he clearly hasn’t brushed his teeth since his last soy flat white.

“Jeff?” I ask, tilting my torso backwards, which only encourages him to lean in further. “I’m here because you have an employment contract with my name on it in your briefcase, right?”

Jeff blinks twice and sits upright. “Um,” he says, smacking his lips. “Why would you think that?”

“Because I aced my demo with your food consultant, and you and your HR representative told me in the interview I was a very strong candidate and that I’d be hearing from you soon. Why else would you arrange to meet up four hours after you said, and I quote, ‘Wow. You just blew my mind’?”

“Oh.” Jeff screws up his nose and flaps one hand around like he is dispelling the fetid air issuing from his mouth. “It’s just a job, Sarah. You can get another one. Whereas you and I –” the twinkle returns to his eyes “– have a real connection, a synergy.”

I remove the hand that has crept onto my knee and place it back on his lap with a little more force than is necessary. It thwumps against his thigh. “But I wanted that one. And no I cannot just go and get another one. They’re not lamb kebabs. I’ve been job searching for three months.” My voice creeps up in pitch so that, just to add to my humiliation, the last two words are on the point of cracking.

“Of course you can get another one. You were the top candidate. You’ll be hot property if you put your feelers out in the right places.”

I peer at him from over the top of my glasses and invite him to employ some thinking about what he’s just admitted. “I was the top candidate?”

He shrugs. “Yeah.”

“You’re telling me, I would have got that job if your penis hadn’t told you it had a conflict of interest with your professionalism?”

Jeff laughs. “Ah, Sarah, I believe it was your sustained eye contact and suggestive lip moistening that told my penis it needed to have that conversation with my professionalism.”

An iceberg rolls over in the watery contents of my stomach and proceeds to collapse, the frigid backwash splatting against the inside of my rib cage. “It was a job interview. Of course I was going to look at you and smile. I licked my lips because I was nervous!” I run a hand through my hair in an effort to hide the tears attempting to burn their way to freedom. “The only thing I’ve eaten in the last two days is a slice of bread. A slice of bread. I am destitute and you pass me over for my dream job purely for your self-interest?” I stand, readying myself for my dignified exit. “You are a first-class fuckwit, Jeffrey Wainwright.”

Jeff throws his hands in the air and leans backwards like I am behaving on the hysterical side of unreasonable. “Calm down, Sarah. I didn’t know it meant that much to you.” Then he takes a casual sip from his glass and says, “You know, you only have yourself to blame. If you didn’t send mixed messages, then…” he spreads a hand in a gesture that he believes indicates his exoneration.

I quaff the rest of my champagne. 

Then I reach forward and tug with all my might on his silk tie.

His face slams against the bar with the sickening crunch of splitting cartilage.








  
  
Chapter two




“Ms Fulton, you do understand the seriousness of the charges that are probably going to be laid against you? Assault Occasioning Actual Bodily Harm is no laughing matter.” 

I can’t help it. I’m so tired. I’m so scared. I’m so hungry. And there’s still some alcohol coursing its way through my calorie-depleted system that I can’t find any other way to react.

I look down at the blood speckling the front of my gold and purple-striped dress and am reminded of the satisfying feeling of the tie jerking out of my hands as Jeffrey Wainwright’s face bounces upwards off the bar.

A fresh cackle burbles up my chest and hits the greasily-lit air of the interview room like the rattle of machine gun fire. 

Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha.

The arresting officer, Sergeant Bowman, leans against the wall and peers at me with his arms crossed, waiting for the laughter to play out.

He has a resigned look on his face, like this is not his first I’m-scared-as-fuck-so-my-body-has-decided-the-most-appropriate-thing-to-do-is-laugh-hysterically rodeo.

My diaphragm slowly stops convulsing and I issue a sigh that sounds like it has a question mark after it. Is this the point where I should probably switch to crying?

“The duty solicitor shouldn’t be far away, but my advice to you? Provocation is not a line of defense that has saved anyone’s arse from jail. Regardless of how much the other person deserved it.”

A final spasm of laughter shakes my shoulders and I consider him. His weathered fair-skin has creases running the lengths of his cheeks and his stubble shines pale gold when he turns his head. He doesn’t look anything like the hard-boiled cop on TV shows. His interview style has been less interrogative and more that of indulging a naughty child.

Given his “regardless of how much the other person deserved it” statement, I think he likes me. At the very least, he has a smidgen of sympathy for my predicament.

“What was the job, then?” he asks, like we are having a conversation in normal, non- impending-incarceration circumstances.

I shift my glasses to the top of my head with one hand and rub at an eyeball with the other. “Executive chef at one of the concept restaurants in that new hotel on Leicester Square.”

Sergeant Bowman snorts. “Concept restaurant. What does that even mean?”

“According to the job description, it meant ‘a fusion of decadence and avant-garde’.”

“So, champagne and vegan oysters?”

In other circumstances I might have laughed. “Something like that.”

We fall into silence.

The sergeant opens the flap covering the screen of his phone and peers at it before closing it with a snap. “They’ve got a job going at the station caf.”

It takes several seconds for my brain to accept the peculiarity of the man who arrested me for assault suggesting I apply for a job in his workplace.

I answer with, “Sergeant Bowman, I’m a trained gourmet chef with ambitions to open my own restaurant,” and immediately feel like an arsehole. He’s being nice. And helpful. So I add, “But I do need a job. Thanks for suggesting it.” It’s a hollow sentiment. I don’t need that job.

Given the generosity he’s shown me so far, I figure I can push my luck a little. “You got any food?”

The sergeant blinks. Then he sighs, pulls a Mars Bar out of his pocket and slides it across the table to me.

My fingers scrabble against the metal of the tabletop in my effort to intercept it. The chocolate is out of the wrapper before my conscious brain computes that its silent half has already issued instructions to my fingers.

I hum and chew, my saliva gathering at such pace that the molten chocolate and nougat slide down my chin before I have a chance to wipe it away with my hand.

There is a knock on the door and the handle turns.

I look up from my double-handed feeding frenzy and into the face of Adam Stringer.

His eyes widen and he says, “Hell no.” 








  
  
Chapter three




Adam stumbles back into the hallway and closes the door. 

I stare at it.

No. 

No, no, no, no, please, fucking no. 

Anybody – Trump’s hair-dye sweating lawyer, a monkey in a tie – but him.

I do not want Adam Stringer to be witness to this moment, or God, to be the one to save me from it.

From the lack of re-entry, neither does he.

I suck at the enormous piece of chocolate in my mouth, because it’s the only useful thing I’m able to do, and offer Sergeant Bowman a shrug.

And then the door opens quickly, violently almost, and he strides in, not looking at me.

I jump and blurt, “A-am,” and the piece of chocolate falls out onto the table.

I snatch it up and shove it back into my mouth, because even though the idea of swallowing it is all of a sudden nauseating, I can’t leave it there, glistening and half-masticated. Despite appearances, I haven’t shed all my dignity.

Adam crosses half the interview room in three long-legged strides and stops on the other side of the table from me. He eyes Sergeant Bowman and points at my head. “Don’t speak. I want to hear it from him.” Then he grips the back of the spare chair as if needing to steady himself.

I don’t blame him not wanting to look at me in my chocolate and blood-smeared shame. But it’s Adam. So, I choose to blame him anyway, because whatever the narrative, he’s always set out to resent me.

The arresting officer frowns. “Ah. She’s your client, Adam – Mr Stringer.”

“I’ll hear it from you first, Sergeant, or she can find another solicitor, which –” he looks at his watch. “– might be problematic at five to eight on a Friday night.”

I want to say, “Don’t take this out on him,” but I have no idea of the calibre of their working relationship. Maybe Adam’s a dick all the time to everyone.

The officer flicks his eyes towards me and shrugs. “Okay.”

Adam adjusts his grip on the back of the spare chair and the dark skin of his knuckles pale slightly. “Well?”

Sergeant Bowman says, “Alright mate,” because men never tell other men to “calm down” and opens his phone to read his notes. “Ms Fulton had a job interview today for the Hatchet hotel group.”

“Hachet” I say, pronouncing the last syllable with a silent ‘t’.

Adam raises a finger to shush me.

“Bloke she clocked was on the interview panel.”

The sergeant’s statement should at least get a raised eyebrow, but Adam shows no surprise like this is typical behaviour. It is not typical behaviour.

I mean. 

Launching myself into a metaphorical turd pile? Yes.

Resorting to violence in order to do it? No.

“He texted her a couple of hours later and asked her to meet. He said –” the sergeant looks at his phone again. “– and I am quoting the text he sent. ‘I’d like to take the lead after meeting you today and suggest we touch base to discuss your strategic fit. I’m talking an onboarding deep dive. Wink emoji’. She assumed he was going to offer her the job.” Sergeant Bowman snorts. “Guy confused his seduction technique with corporate wank talk.” He shakes his head. “Probably all the same thing to the suits.” He says, “The Suits” like it is capitalised – a race of people he doesn’t understand and has no intention of trying to.

Adam, who is dressed in a suit, doesn’t bother to do as much as adjusting his tie ironically, because even irony is an expression of humour too far.

The sergeant continues. “It quickly becomes clear he’s meeting her in the hope of sex. He admits she was the preferred candidate, but passed her over so he could ask her out. It is at this point, Ms Fulton tugs on his tie and connects bar-top with nose. He’s at the hospital now, insisting she foots the bill for reconstructive rhinoplasty.”

Adam raises his eyes to the panelled ceiling before closing them for a second longer than is necessary to convey just how stupid my action was.  “That’s the full story?”

“No,” I say and this time Adam does look at me. It is a glare designed to render the receiver dumb. It works because I know in this moment, as much as neither of us wish to be in it, he is my chance to extract myself from the dung heap and I should bloody well shut up.

I sandwich my lips between my teeth contritely and Adam swivels his head to look at the sergeant.

“She’s been out of work for several months, has run out of money and is about to be evicted from her flat. I think that chocolate bar is the first food she’s had in a while.”

Adam’s broad shoulders sag a fraction of an inch and he glances at me before he turns and faces the back wall, his hands shoved into the pockets of his trousers.

I understand. Adam’s cold cold heart must be floundering under the wave of pity that has just crested over him. 

I take the opportunity of his turned back to lean forward and clean my face with the blood-speckled bottom of my dress and hope I don’t end up plowing the chocolate into a wider smear.

I look up from my lap as Adam turns, pulls out the chair and sits down. “Thank you, Sergeant Bowman, I’d like some time with Ms Fulton.”

I send Sergeant Bowman a telepathic plea not to leave me alone with Adam, but despite the amount of desperation I project at his thought receptors, he pushes himself up from the table and exits the room.

I eye the closed door and a small, elongated “Nooooo” escapes where a simple sigh of resignation should have sufficed.

This is the moment for Adam to superciliously inform me it is too late for wishful thinking – I’d already done the damage – but instead, he fans his hands on the table and glares at the chewed nails. 

I think, maybe, I’ve broken him.

It shouldn’t give me comfort. And I don’t like that it kind of does, but at least I don’t have to tolerate the lofty heights of his sanctimony and my self-loathing.

“My job is to offer you legal advice.” His voice is measured, calm. “I don’t have to accept you as a client just because you require legal aid.”

“Okay.”

He looks up at me then, his dark eyes unblinking. “You broke his nose, Sarah.” 

I don’t say anything for a beat. Then, “Yes”. Because I did.

“You lost control and slammed his head on a bar.”

“I know.”

Adam’s voice raises itself a notch in pitch and volume. “You’re likely up for ABH. You could get jail time, Sarah.”

“At least I’ll get fed every day.”

He slaps a palm on the table, and I jump. “Jesus Christ, what were you thinking? Nothing outside of yourself, as per normal. You think this is going to serve Max well in any way?”

No. 

I do not think my breaking a man’s nose in a fit of temper is going to serve my brother well in any way. It’s probably going to make his life pretty bloody difficult in fact – something I was immediately cognisant of the moment Jeff’s face hit wood and half the bar patrons stopped their merry making to stare at me.

The back of my throat burns and the tears that have been hovering for the last two hours push for an ugly release.

I shake my head, hiccup out a “No ho” and collapse into the hollow between my knees and sob.

My longish, brown hair doesn’t curtain my face off as effectively as it might due to my fringe, and so my state is not quite as private as I want to pretend it to be.

After several moments, Adam shouts, “Sergeant?”

I raise my head with a sniff as Sergeant Bowman pokes his head around the door.

“Can you please find Ms Fulton some tissues and a glass of water?”

Adam has only ever called me Sarah. His professional distancing shouts volumes. Both of us would rather be anywhere but here.

The door snibs shut and Adam focuses on his hands again. He clears his throat and asks if there’s anything else I would like to add to what Sergeant Bowman said.

“Yes.” My voice is thick with the effort of stemming tears. “That guy was a douche of the highest order.”

The minuscule amount of patience Adam found a moment ago is gone. “Sarah, I’m trying to want to help you here. Is that really the best you can come up with? Because I am at liberty to walk out that door at any point, and I’m very tempted for that moment to be now.” He jabs his finger in the door’s direction. “Whereas you are not.”

“Adam.” I lean into the table, towards him. “The arsehole was wearing an Omega dress watch and diamanté cuff links. Diamanté. He couldn’t see his gross abuse of power for the size of the silver spoon hanging out of his mouth. I have never had a greater sense of injustice in my life.”

He looks at me from under his eyebrows. “That would be because you’ve had the privilege of never experiencing true injustice before.”

I want to ask how he dismounts a horse with legs that high, but…he’s actually right, I have had that privilege, and I probably shouldn’t tempt him to make good on his threat to walk out the door.

Instead, I answer the question he hasn’t asked yet – the “how could you?” one. “Look. My rage was fed by literal hunger. It’s hard to be reasonable when your body’s resorted to auto-cannibalism just to keep from falling down.”

Adam glares at me for three seconds, then releases the breath he’s been holding. “I will try and get you out of this mess, but you understand I’m only doing it for Max’s sake.”

Good. He needs to be doing it for Max’s sake. I don’t need protecting.

My petulance subsides and a surge of gratitude rushes in on its tail. I wipe the heel of my hand across my wet cheeks. “I understand. Thank you, Adam.”

Adam’s fingers drum the tabletop. I hope it is because he is devising a master plan for extracting me from this situation, but suspect I am about to receive a further dose of disapproval. “I’ve never understood your ability to behave rashly. Normally it’s only accompanied by a level of silliness that was cute when you were sixteen but is ridiculous on a grown woman. This level of impetuousness, however, is unconscionable.”

I voice my agreement by not answering, and Sergeant Bowman re-enters with a box of budget-brand tissues and a paper cup.

Adam waits for him to leave and says, “I need to think. Don’t make a sound. Don’t talk to me, don’t sigh like you don’t deserve any of this.”

I do not intend to sigh in such a manner. I absolutely deserve all of this.

Adam stands up and paces, giving me the brain space to ascend into the vortex of How could you be so thoughtless? recriminations and I’m not sure which one I should settle on.

I start with: I’m going to have a conviction.

Which prompts: I might go to jail.

Then I think of the wider repercussions: I’m going to ruin my brother’s career.

And move back to self-interest: Nobody will employ me.

And extreme self-pity: I’ve ruined my life.

I think of Jeffrey Wainwright. All he gets out of this is a spoiled but completely fixable face and some temporary ego damage.

God how is this fair? Yes, I was unjustifiably violent. 

I think.

No. I was unjustifiably violent.

But that fucker was a predatory, power-abusing shitbag, and he won’t be held accountable for it. In fact, once he’s dusted himself off, he’ll probably go out there again to be a predatory, power-abusing shitbag. 

I relive the moment of the tie tug and really wish it didn’t feel as satisfying as it does. I should not glory in it. It was a terrible, terrible thing to do. Terrible. 

Adam pulls his phone out of his back pocket and swipes and types without ceasing his pacing. Then he sits down opposite me and places the phone between us.

“I’m going to call Jeffrey Wainwright. See if we can cut this off at the pass.”

“O-kay,” I say, because I’m not sure if it sounds more like a scary move or an awesome move.

“You are not to say anything. At all. He must not know you’re here. Do you understand, Sarah? If you think you can’t adhere to that stipulation, then I will do this in another room.”

I totally want to hear Adam kick Jeff’s arse. “I will be silent as the grave.” I add, “I will not let him provoke me into any kind of reaction,” in case Adam needs that reassurance, which I would if I was him. “You have his number?”

“It’s on the Hachet website.”

“Right. Of course.”

Adam taps at the screen and puts the call to speaker.

Jeff’s phone rings and my heart jackhammers my breastbone.

He answers with a “What?”

“Mr Wainwright?” Adam says, voice deep and sure. “I’m Adam Stringer. Sarah Fulton’s solicitor.”

Jeff snorts. “Are you now?” His voice is reedy with nasality like he has a cold, which I would call sobering if being in a police interview room with a charge for assault hanging over me hadn’t already maxed out my hard dose of reality appreciation. “Well, Solicitor Stringer,” he continues, “I have nothing to say to you. I’ll have my lawyer call you on Monday.”

Adam does not miss a beat to do the eye roll I would have. He barely gives Jeff space for thought. “A solicitor is a lawyer, Mr Wainwright, and I think we can settle this pretty quickly now.”

“Not without my legal counsel present.”

“At what? Two hundred pounds an hour? Three? I’m very happy to put up the kind of fight that would tie your lawyer up for as many hours as might otherwise buy you a dress watch. I see Beaumont and Walker are running a sale. The Breitling Bentley’s a bargain at nine thousand pounds. Or what about a Ulysse Nardin Executive? Has gold –”

“Alright, Solicitor Stringer,” says Jeff in an I’m just humouring you tone. “Make it quick or I’ll hang up. No, you know what? Let’s do this over video. I want you to see what she’s done.” He hangs up and Adam’s phone chimes a couple of seconds later with the FaceChat ringtone.

Adam holds up a palm to me and slides his phone towards him in an unnecessary directive to stay out of shot. 

Even upside down I can see Jeffrey Wainwright is not in a good way.

He holds his phone so Adam can get a good view of the Accident and Emergency waiting area behind him. It’s two-thirds full, which is not a good sign this early on a Friday night. “Two hours. I’ve been waiting two hours in abject pain and not a single person has made any effort to attend to me.” 

I wonder at the extent of his ignorance of the public health system and then remember he is very privileged and rather self-important. He’s probably never had to wait for anything his entire life.

He tracks his phone down his body. Purple bruising has set in around his eyes. Dried blood rings his nostrils and fills the shadow under his lower lip from a rudimentary clean up. His lower stomach and crotch map the blast radius – a mess of dark brown splotches and streaks.

Jeepers. 

I really did a number on him.

Jeff needlessly says, “You see this? You see what she’s done to me? If it was the other way around and I’d smashed her face against a bar, I’d be locked up, key thrown.” 

“And yet, the judicial landscape will not only encompass Ms Fulton’s actions, there’s a whole context of accountability leading up to the point of the supposed assault.”

That’s right, Jeff. Accountability.

“It’s not ‘supposed’. Did I not give you a clear enough shot? I can’t hold the camera any closer to my flattened face without going cross eyed.”

Adam continues as if Jeff has not spoken. “You displayed an acute lack of professionalism. In fact, it goes beyond that. You abused your position in denying her a job for your own sexual interest. ‘Sexual harassment’ is a hot term right now with the Me Too movement, Mr Wainwright. A judge would probably sympathise – a desperate and vulnerable woman misled by a man who has the power to make or break her career. And, of course, there’s the lack of a previous criminal record. The scales are weighted in her favour.”

I don’t like to admit it, but God he’s good. I am very happy that right now he’s on Team Sarah. Well, Team Max, and therefore Team Sarah.

Jeff’s team looks like it’s in need of a sub.

He tries very hard to arrange his features into a look of incredulity, but the rapid onset of swelling around his eyes makes widening them difficult. His thickened lids quiver like a blackberry blancmange as he struggles to force them apart. “She did this!” He gestures to his face and the soiled front of his suit. “No judge can argue with the evidence.”

“He or she might if it was self-defense.”

“It wasn’t self-defense! All I did was buy her a drink.”

“You put a hand on her knee, Mr Wainwright. Did she invite you to touch her?”

Gotcha! I have to try very hard not to fist pump. It would be in poor taste. 

Jeff blinks. Once. Twice. Then says, “It’s my word against hers.”

Adam nods slowly, pauses, like he’s changing gears and says, “Tracey Martin.”

“What about her?”

“She’s your CEO, yes?”

Jeff narrows his eyes, which isn’t as effective as he might think given they are already little more than slits.

“LinkedIn tells me she did her postgrad at Warwick. Same years as my father.”

“Bullshit.”

It’s not bullshit. I have no idea where Adam’s father went to university, but it’s too much of a risk for him to hold Jeffrey Wainwright over a lie.

“Now, I can’t be sure they know each other – I have yet to ask him – but given they both studied in the same field, there’s a very good chance, even if they specialised in different areas.”

Jeff purses his bottom lip and gives a series of nods. “That’s pretty good leverage.”

It’s superb leverage. And Jeff should be looking more worried than he is.

He continues, “Well, shaky at best, but you did a decent job of dressing it up to make it look like good leverage. Let me give you a lesson in excellent leverage. While we’re speaking of fathers, would you happen to know who Ms Fulton’s is?”

A sudden chill radiates from my bones like I’ve been snap frozen from the inside out.

Adam goes very still.

“Didn’t think I’d work that one out did you, with her having a different surname? I didn’t even need a lawyer to do the thinking on that one for me. I mean, come on. It was only a matter of time. One of the best fast-paced bowlers the country’s produced?”

Adam presses his palms into the table. The tips of his fingers turn pale.

“Maybe a cricketing legend could weather the storm of a daughter up for assault.” Jeff places a finger to his lips and I know it’s coming. The thing I’ve been dreading. The thermo nuclear explosion I triggered when I grabbed Jeffrey Wainwright’s silk fucking tie.

“But I’m not sure a Member of Parliament could shake it off very easily. Not when it’s their sister. I mean,” – Jeff laughs – “can you imagine the media circus?”

Adam’s fingers retract into fists and I know how he feels. I want to smash Jeff’s face all over again.

“At this point, I have no intention of telling the media. But try another stunt like pitting my boss against me again, and that will change very quickly. See you in court.” He rings off before my “FUCK YOU, JEFF!” betrays my presence. 

Not that it would have mattered. He would have creamed his Armani boxer briefs knowing he was pulling that Yet again I have all the power mwah ha fucking ha performance in front of me. Wankface.

We sit in silence for a few moments, Adam staring at his phone, me staring at the top of his head.

So.

That went well.

I am well and truly fucked.

I take a deep breath and attempt to console myself that at least I have Adam on my side.

I mean, on Max’s side.

Adam stands, eyes me for ten years like I’m responsible for Jeffrey Wainwright not being a completely useless tit and hamstringing his offensive with very little effort, and I know exactly what’s coming.

He’s extracting himself from the turd pile before I pull him down into it along with my brother.

“I need to find another lawyer, don’t I?”








  
  
Chapter four




Fourteen years ago 

How? How has this happened?

Three years ago Adam was a spotty stick insect with an instant crush on his new best friend’s older sister.

At least, with all the mumbling and quickly shifted eyes when I caught him looking at me, I was pretty sure he had an instant crush. Which was awkward. And sweet. But mostly awkward, considering he spent, and still spends, the best part of his free time at our house.

It’s crept up on me.

Adam filling out and up, me –

Noticing. A lot.

Me quickly shifting my gaze whenever Adam catches me looking at him.

I don’t like it. I really do not like it.

And yet.

I want more of it.








  
  
Chapter five




Robert ‘Bob’ Sutton, our family lawyer, pats his breast pockets, the top of his bald white head, lifts up one of the many piles of paper decorating his oak desk, and looks up at me. “Have you seen my glasses?” 

I have seen his glasses. They are on his face.

I say, “Yes,” and tap my own glasses as he stills and crosses his eyes. “Ah. Here they are. Right where I left them.”

He smacks his lips and pulls a piece of paper towards him to read, then pushes it away. “Not that one.” He slides another paper into reading range, and away again. “No.” On his third failed attempt, he evidently gives up and sits back in his chair, sending it rocking like he has a spring loaded into the supporting column.

It issues a small squeak on the forward motion.

"You know, Sara. I still remember the day your grandfather sought my services in the 60s.”

I can’t imagine a 1960s Bob. He has an eternally aged look as if he’s been pickled and was ancient even then.

“And then your dad in the late 80s. Brought in that teammate of his. West Indian fellow. Could hit a six off a googly. Oh, what was his name?” He flaps both his hands like a child desperate to tell a story, but unable to get the words out fast enough.

I have no idea. Nor do I know it’s possible to make a name for yourself by hitting a six off a googly. A six off a googly is a unicorn, as in total fluke.

“It’ll come to me. It was quite an event, you know. Never represented a darkie before.”

“Bob,” I say in the voice I reserve for all things very serious. “‘Darkie’ is a racist term.”

“We got on just fine. Wasn’t sure we would, because of the difference in heritage and all that.”

“You should never ever say it. Ever.”

Bob begins his hunt for the misplaced paper again.

“Don’t even think it.”

“Ah. Here we are.” He picks up a sheet of paper and reads.

His watch ticks loudly and somewhere in the bowels of the building a door slams shut.

Either Bob has not familiarised himself with the content of the paper, or he’s forgotten I’m here. Both are a distinct possibility.

I look around the room, run my eyes over the dusty bookshelves, and sit forward in my chair.

In among the leather-bound tomes of lawyery literature is a paperback edition of The Kama Sutra. It’s just there, hanging out for all his clients to see if they bothered to look.

I snap my gaze back to Bob and appraise him anew. His cabled cardigan has a short trail of egg yolk down the right-hand side and the hair in his ears is several times thicker than the remaining wisps on the side of his head.

Nope. I cannot imagine Kama Sutra Bob. That Bob exists one dimension over.

He puts the paper down in front of him and places his palms over the top, anchoring it like it might blow away. “Well. This is a fine to do you’ve got yourself into, my girl. A fine to do. Any ideas about how you might get yourself out of it?”

Ahh...

I don’t really want to point out that there is only one legal professional in the room, who is, consequently, being paid rather nicely for being that one legal professional at this precise moment and the many forthcoming hours, thanks to my parents. So I don’t.

“I don’t expect to get myself out of it, Bob. I expect to be facing up to the consequences of my actions. I want to face up to the consequences of my actions.” I add, “I think,” because while I’m feeling brave in this moment, I don’t expect it to last.

“Right, right.” Bob nods and his chair rocks and squeaks. He picks up momentum and after several vigorous backwards and forwards, says, “I think we should probably settle out of court.”

If the situation were in any way humorous, I might have laughed at the ridiculousness of his suggestion. “Why? He’s not suing me. And I don’t think The Crown is down with pay offs.”

“Quite.”

He stares at me unblinking and I wonder if he’s peacefully passed away sometime in the intervening seconds. Then he creakily inhales. “How much have you got?”

I oblige because he is very very old and I have been taught to show deference to my elders. I open my banking app. “Thirteen pounds and forty-three pence.”

Bob nods his head as if the amount I’ve just given him is not woefully and ridiculously tiny for the purpose he’s proposing. Or any purpose. “It’s probably not going to be enough.”

No.

“Have a chat with your parents and your brother. See how much they can rustle up.”

“I’m not going to have a chat, Bob.”

He blinks at me. His eyes are owl-like behind the magnification of his glasses. “You’ll have to if you want to put something reasonable on the table.”

“Whatever the amount, it will be unreasonable to me.”

He waves a hand. “Nobody likes having to compensate others monetarily for our wrongdoing, but we all do it, Sara.”

I choose not to point out the inaccuracies in that statement, and say, “It’s unreasonable, because it means Jeffrey Wainwright isn’t held accountable for his actions. I’m perfectly happy to be held accountable for mine, but he has to face up to justice, too.”

“It’s your trial, my dear. Not his.”

“That’s right.”

Bob adjusts his glasses. “How are you going to make him face up to justice?”

Christ.

I deserve this. I utterly deserve this. This is the universe punishing me for all my selfish wrongdoing. 

I draw a deep breath.

And exhale.

“You are. By exposing what happened prior to me breaking his nose. Having the truth of him heard by everyone in that courtroom and someone much more powerful than him whose job is to judge him for it.”

“I am?”

“Yes.”

“Right. Excellent.” He stares at me unblinkingly again. “How do I do that?”
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