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For Katie Foster Meyer, one of the best people I know and the reason I have this career.


Sorry I wrote about lawyers and named one Ben. I swear I’ll never do it again.
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BEN


When Gemma Charles smiles at you, rest assured you’re fucked. And she’s been smiling since she entered the courtroom.


Her client, Victoria Jones, is about to lose her three children. The prosecutor has provided his evidence, and you can make anything sound believable if you know how to tell a story.


Unfortunately for him, Gemma tells a better one.


She begins by proving the grounds for the welfare check were baseless. She plays bodycam footage showing a gross abuse of power by both the police and the social worker.


She proves the letter notifying Victoria of the visit was mailed after the visit. She’s blown up the social worker’s photos of the dirty kitchen floor—the only specific complaint made about cleanliness—and asks the social worker to demonstrate how, exactly, Victoria was supposed to get the floor clean while confined to a wheelchair.


And Gemma, naturally, has brought a wheelchair and a broom with her for the demonstration.


The court is laughing, the judge is getting irritated, and Gemma is in her element. She has the face of an angel—high cheekbones, wide mouth, almond-shaped eyes—but she’s too goddamn argumentative and short-tempered to do anything but fight for a living. She’s gliding across the floor like a dancer and turning the courtroom into a circus, one in which the arresting officer and social worker are the clowns. She’s clearly proven her case, but she’s still going strong because she’s so fucking mad. She wants every single person in this room to see how ludicrous and unfair the situation is.


“Miss Charles,” grouses the judge as Gemma begins to push the wheelchair out, “put that away. This isn’t drama class.” He turns to the state’s attorney. “Motion is denied. This was a disgusting abuse of power on the part of social services, and I won’t forget the way you just wasted the court’s time.”


Victoria and her family cheer. Gemma hugs them all before rushing toward the exit. I’m hidden at the back of the courtroom, but I catch a glimpse of her eyes just before they disappear behind sunglasses.


She’s crying. And I’m not sure they are happy tears.
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GEMMA
Two Years Later


The devil on my shoulder is summoned every other Monday.


This morning, as I prepare for the all-staff meeting, he’s dancing like a flame in my chest, and I can’t seem to put him back in his place.


I flat-iron my dark hair until it hangs sleek and shiny, just past my shoulders. I spend extra time on my makeup and put on my good luck heels, which will only bring me to my nemesis’s shoulder, but will at least level the playing field a bit. When we enter today’s meeting it’ll feel less like David versus Goliath, and more like Churchill versus Hitler.


To be clear, I’m Churchill in this scenario.


I rush out the door and into the bright September sun, reaching my building with only moments to spare. Fields, McGovern, and Geiger is on the fifteenth floor of the most sterile, soulless building in LA, and that’s fitting. They’re also LA’s most sterile, soulless law firm. It’s why I chose them.


The conference room is already full when I arrive, and I’m aggrieved to discover he has beaten me in. His head—a foot higher than any other—is positioned directly across from the seat saved for me by my assistant, Terri. Has he done this on purpose? Undoubtedly. Ben Tate lives to irritate me. And he barely needs to try—the sight of his smug face is enough.


Behave yourself, Gemma, I think as I cross the room. For once, don’t stoop to his level.


I’m not normally so restrained, but it’s a big day for me. FMG is excruciatingly stingy with partnerships, and aside from Ben—who came here as a partner two years ago—someone either needs to retire or die before I can step up. Fortunately, two partners plan to retire next spring. Perhaps I can stop hoping tragedy strikes.


Terri slides me a latte as I take the seat beside her. “You’re wearing the good luck shoes,” she says with a nod at my profoundly expensive baby-blue Manolos. I’ve never lost a case wearing them. “You think this is it?”


“It had better be after they amped it up the way they did,” I growl.


Though other associates have been at the firm longer (including Craig, Ben’s bland favorite) none of them bring in anywhere near the amount of work I do, nor have they garnered the kind of publicity I have.


Gemma Charles, Junior Partner. FMG’s only female partner. It has such a nice ring to it, and God I’m going to love watching that smirk on Tate’s mouth fall away when he hears it for the first time.


He’s been my sworn enemy since his first week here, when he somehow managed to steal Brewer Campbell, a prospective client I’d spent six months courting. I’m alone in my hatred, however: the other women on staff don’t care that he’s a smug bastard and stealer of clients. They don’t care that he barely seems to notice they exist. Apparently, all you need to be forgiven around here are broad shoulders and a winning record.


Although his face doesn’t hurt either.


Even I will admit he has a face that’s hard to look away from. His features shouldn’t work together—sharp cheekbones, a nose that appears to have been broken at some point, intense brown eyes. His would be a stern face were it not for that upper lip, which is slightly fuller than you’d expect and turns him into the kind of man you think about a little too long. The kind you see when you close your eyes after swearing repeatedly to yourself that you have no desire to see him at all.


Nicole, the generically pretty blond associate sitting to his left, watches him run a hand through his thick hair, which is somehow always perfect and a little fucked-up at once, as if it was professionally done but then mussed when he banged the hairdresser afterward. Beneath the table, my foot taps with impatience.


“Ben,” Nicole says, after clearing her throat, “I was at Adney’s Tavern this weekend. I thought you might pop in.” The words sound practiced, as if she rehearsed them in the mirror all morning. She’s so fucking infatuated that she probably did.


Behave, Gemma. I pick up my phone and start looking at shoes online.


Ben’s distractedly flipping through a file. “I went home for the weekend.”


“Home?” I murmur, glancing at him. “I didn’t know humans were allowed to jaunt back and forth over the River Styx like that.”


His eyes raise to mine. His mouth twitches. “There’s a small toll. It’s really quite civilized.”


Don’t laugh, Gemma. Do not laugh. I look down at my phone, ignoring the box of donuts someone’s shoved in front of me.


“Live a little, Gemma,” says Caroline Radner, who isn’t well-placed to provide advice, given she passed fifty a while ago and is never going to make partner. I’d planned to get some of the strawberries they always have at these meetings, and now I want to refuse even that on principle.


“Gemma can’t have sugar,” Ben says, his eyes alight. “She likes to keep her teeth sharp.”


“I imagine everyone familiar with dental hygiene hopes to keep their teeth sharp, Ben,” I retort.


“Ah, but you’ve got more than average, right?” he asks.


I narrow my eyes. The running joke, among pretty much everyone here, is that my vagina has teeth. The Castrator, they call me. In theory because I often represent women in custody disputes, and in truth because I won’t play the game—I don’t bake cupcakes and make cooing noises over pictures of everyone’s kids. If a man doesn’t bake cupcakes and make cooing noises, you know what they call him? Senior Partner. Ben hasn’t made cupcakes once. But men expect you to be more thoughtful than they are—softer, more accommodating. And when you are paid less than your peers, or assaulted on a date, or lose a promotion, they’ll tell you it was your fault—you were too soft, too accommodating.


They think it’s a slur when they refer to me as a castrating bitch, but all it says to me is that they’ve finally realized I’m not someone to fuck with. I was someone who was fucked with a lot, once upon a time. It won’t happen again.


Fields’ assistant, Debbie, steps to the front of the room and beside me, Terri discretely sets a timer. We have a running bet about how long Debbie will speak, because even the simplest statement can take thirty minutes in her capable hands.


I text Terri.


Me: Three minutes, thirty seconds.


Terri: Three minutes, forty seconds.


“So, I shouldn’t have to say this again,” says Debbie, “but I really need everyone to label food in the break room.”


It’s going to be a long one—I can already tell. I go ahead and slide Terri a five-dollar bill.


“So many containers look the same,” she continues. “I don’t want to accidentally eat your escargot when I brought in a tuna sandwich.”


I consider pointing out that you would have to be a fucking idiot to confuse escargot with a sandwich of any kind, but it would just give Debbie something more to talk about, which is the opposite of what I want.


“Anyway,” Debbie says, “you really need to label and it’s not hard to do. I like to use a piece of masking tape, and then I just write my name on there with a Sharpie.”


Debbie continues to explain, to a group of grown humans, how food is labeled. I sigh quietly, and Ben’s eyes flicker to mine, as if he finds my irritation amusing.


One day I’m going to light him on fire—we’ll see how much laughing he does then.


When she says labeling is really important for the third time—repetition is Debbie’s favorite conversational gambit—I have to tune her out and go to my happy place…Shoes. Shoes I will buy. Shoes I wish someone would make. Right now, I’m thinking about green suede heels I saw at Nordstrom. Some people might argue that a kelly-green suede shoe has limited usefulness, particularly when it costs five hundred dollars, but with enough rationalization, I can make the math work in my favor.


“You’re thinking about shoes again, aren’t you?” whispers Terri.


I give her a sidelong glance. “What else would I think about?”


“You’re young and gorgeous. You should be thinking about a hot guy walking out of your shower.”


“What hot guy? There certainly aren’t any here.”


Her eyes flicker toward Ben, but she knows better than to suggest him to me.


“Chris Hemsworth,” she replies, and I laugh quietly.


The statistical probability of Chris Hemsworth walking out of my shower is almost zero, and if it were to happen, I know exactly how it would end, because every attempt at a relationship since Kyle has ended in the exact same way: with him accusing me of being ‘dead inside’ or obsessed with work, which is what men say if you work harder than they do. Unlike shoes, which just exist to cradle you in their green suede bosom.


“Care to share the conversation?” Debbie snaps at the two of us.


“We were talking about Sharpies, for labeling the food,” I reply smoothly. “I just asked Terri to order some.”


“It’s weird, then,” says Ben, eyes glinting with malice, “that she’d respond by saying Chris Hemsworth.”


For a single moment I picture whipping one of my heels across the table—his cry of pain, the brief triumph I’d feel before I remember I’ve done this in front of the most litigious people in LA.


Fortunately, Arvin Fields, managing partner, enters the room before I can act. Arvin is approximately one million years old, but shows no signs of retiring, and he’s still younger than McGovern, who likely remembers voting for John Adams in our nation’s third election.


“As you know,” he begins, “there are changes coming.” His speech is gratingly slow, which isn’t a product of age but more a tactic to wind us all up. He likes his underlings to be like a swarm of angry bees, fighting for dominance, stinging anything in their path.


Which is why Ben and I have both done well here. We were already angry bees when we arrived.


“At the end of this year, two of our partners will be retiring.” I sit up straighter. The announcement. “We’re hoping one of you can step up to the plate.”


My head jerks. “One?” I ask, my voice sharper than I’d like.


“Just one. Over the past decade, we’ve seen a lot less work from certain sectors, and it’s cut into our profits. We’ll be watching you very closely this winter, so may the best man, or woman, win.”


It feels like someone just put a hole in my lungs and all the air is escaping. I deserve to make partner, and instead of just giving it to me like they should, they’re going to turn it into a fucking competition. One Ben will go out of his way to make sure I lose.


My phone vibrates in my lap and I glance at it.


Ben: Uh oh :-( Sorry about the bad news.


God, I hate him so much. He has my number thanks to the company directory. He’s only used it abusively, thus far. As I have, in turn.


Me: Bad news for whom?


Ben: I thought that was obvious. It’ll be fun watching you on your best behavior for a few months, though.


Me: Best behavior? The standards here are pretty low. As long as I’m not caught in the bathroom with a client’s spouse, I should be in the clear.


Ben had a little incident at his first holiday party with FMG, during which he got caught with a client’s drunk wife. It’s the only thing he’s ever seemed embarrassed about.


I try to reference it whenever possible, obviously.


That devil in my chest is cackling maniacally while Ben reads the text, but he merely leans back in his seat, a casual smile on his generous mouth, eyes gleaming behind absurdly thick lashes.


Ben: You sure bring that up a lot. It’s almost like you wish it was you.


The skin on my neck tingles, as if he’s whispered those words in my ear—his voice soft as velvet, dark as the grave. I turn my phone facedown, ending the conversation. I wonder if I can report him, but as I go over what was said, I realize it doesn’t make me look great either.


Whatever.


I’m about to be FMG’s first female partner, at which point I will begin crushing the boys’ club here under my very expensive heels. And Ben Tate is where I’ll start.
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My father calls more often than I’d like, which is to say he still calls on occasion when I wish he’d drop off the face of the Earth. He’s a man who always wants something from you, a man incapable of a genuine gesture. If he gives you a gift, a smile, a compliment… rest assured he is about to ask for far more in exchange.


What he wants, always, is my time and attention. None of this is done out of love—it’s simply his innate need to win at all costs. He still wants to win a divorce that took place nearly fifteen years ago, during which he stole everything from my mom but custody of me, and then he came back and stole that too.


I’m twenty-nine, way too old to be a pawn, but he still does his best, offering extravagant vacations, timed to hurt my mother—on her birthday, or Mother’s Day—and claims it’s a coincidence. When I was younger, he said he’d pay for college, but only if I spent the summers with him and his new wife on Nantucket. Law school? Sure. But I’d have to give him every Thanksgiving and winter break in exchange.


I take a vicious sort of pleasure in being the one thing he can’t buy.


“Tell him I’m busy,” I say to Terri when he calls.


She gives me one of those heavy sighs of hers, the kind that says she doesn’t approve of ignoring a parent, even if he’s an asshole.


“Gemma,” she says, “just talk to him. He’s called so often even I’m starting to feel bad for him.”


I love Terri, but sometimes I wish the other associates kept her busy enough that she’d have less time for scolding me into responsible adult behavior.


Internally groaning, I hit the speaker button, my voice civil and nothing more. “Hi, Dad.”


“I’ve been trying to get ahold of you for a while. FMG must be keeping you busy.”


“They are.” I turn to my laptop and start clearing out junk mail.


“So, have they made you partner yet?”


His timing is impeccable. “It won’t happen for a few more months.”


“You know if you came to my firm, you’d already be a partner. You might be an equity partner by now.”


“So you’ve mentioned. Repeatedly.” And I might not always love the work I do at FMG, but I’d hate the work I’d do for my father. I doubt there’s ever been a time when his firm wasn’t on the wrong side of history.


“Speaking of work,” he continues, “I was thinking I might make a donation to that charity you like. That women’s thing… the domestic abuse one.”


So generous, Dad, to give money to a charity you don’t even know the name of. Surely, no strings attached there.


“The Women’s Defense Fund.”


“Is fifty thousand enough, you think? If so, I’ll probably throw a little party to celebrate. And since you’ve inspired the donation with your work, I’d love to have you there.”


Fifty grand to charity for a few hours of my time—he makes it sound so simple, so clear-cut, but it never is. If I agree, it will suddenly involve other events, or will be taking place on Christmas day, somewhere far from my mom. With my father there’s always a catch.


“Well, let me know when it is. I’m pretty busy here.”


“I was thinking February,” he says. “Maybe we’ll do it in conjunction with Stephani’s birthday.”


My irritation coalesces into a tight ball of rage. Stephani is his wife, the one with whom he cheated on my mother, the one who now lives in my mother’s house.


What he’s saying is he is willing to pay fifty grand for me to attend Stephani’s birthday. He wants The Washingtonian and Town and Country to show us together as a family, and he’ll make sure the press refers to me as their daughter, cutting my mother out of the picture entirely, as if she never existed.


“I’m definitely not available then, Dad,” I reply. “I’d better go.”


I stare out the window after I hang up, trying to see LA the way I did nine years ago, back when it seemed like a fresh start, a break from my family’s chaos. I was so different then—someone who smiled simply at the feel of the sun on her face, someone with big dreams. Would I still be her if I hadn’t worked at Stadler during law school? Who would I be if I’d been able to stay?


I guess the question is pointless, since staying wasn’t an option.


But I miss those other versions of myself anyway.
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FIELDS ASKS to see me in his office that afternoon, a turn of events Terri is expecting too much from. She thinks he’s going to tell me I’ve made partner, except the principals here don’t give anything away freely—partnerships, bonuses, praise. If it was up to them, they’d pay us in nickels thrown at our feet while we dance. And if Fields didn’t announce my promotion at the meeting, he’s sure as hell not going to hand it over privately.


I walk down the long hall to his corner office, with its sweeping views of downtown LA, but stop short when I realize Ben Tate is already there. If Ben and I are being called in at the same time, it means one of us is here to get scolded, and this time it’s probably me. I may or may not have recently encouraged people to call Ben “the Undertaker”. If he doesn’t want unbecoming nicknames, maybe he shouldn’t go after a client’s ex-wife for funeral expenses.


I plaster a smile on my face and stride to the available seat. I will laugh this off, apologize, and then make whichever associate ratted me out wish he’d never heard my name.


This is already the case for most of them.


Ben and I eye each other. I scoot my chair an inch farther from his.


“What am I going to do with you two?” Fields asks, glancing between us. “You always look like you’re one step from a knife fight.”


“To be fair, Gemma looks like that with everyone,” says Ben with one of his glib smiles.


“Au contraire,” I reply. “I’m thrilled to see you here, as it means you’re not off getting a homeless mother evicted from a shelter somewhere.”


“That was an accident,” he growls.


I smile; his irritation delights me. “Hmm.”


“Anyhow,” sighs Fields, who is now fondly remembering the days when you could just call a mouthy woman a witch and have her drowned, “as I’ve just been discussing with Ben, a gender discrimination suit is being brought against Fiducia, one that may prove lucrative.”


I sit up a little straighter. Fiducia—a well-known investment capital firm that gives lots of lip service to ideas about diversity and acceptance and workplace equality—is big. They would generate press, and that’s what I need. My long-term goal is to exclusively practice family law, but it takes a while to build a name. Walter, my favorite corporate client, is giving me enough work until that happens, but I wouldn’t mind taking the fast track, and a newsworthy discrimination suit would provide it. Plus, if I win, it will be impossible for them to not make me partner afterward.


“Margaret Lawson, the plaintiff, is fifty-four years old and was with Fiducia for well over a decade. She was passed over for promotion nine years in a row and was let go when she complained about it.”


This case is sounding better and better. I will dance on Fields’ desk and let him throw nickels at my feet to get my hands on it. I will fight Ben to the death for the chance, though that implies fighting Ben to the death is a disincentive, which it is not.


“I’d like you and Ben to work on it together,” Arvin concludes, and my spine crumples. “You’ve handled gender discrimination cases before, and Ben’s an expert at negotiating a settlement.”


“Together?”


Ben, Stealer of Clients and Evictor of Homeless Mothers, is no one I want to work with, and I don’t think he’s ever even handled this kind of case, so why the fuck should I take direction from him? He’ll obviously make me do all the work and steal every ounce of credit.


“We’re not being given a choice, slugger,” Ben says with a sigh, scrubbing a hand over his stupidly pretty face. He does not want to work with me any more than I do him. In the two years he’s been here, he hasn’t brought me in on a case even once. “And it might amount to nothing, for all we know. We’ve got to talk to her first.”


He’ll undoubtedly find a way to screw me over, but it looks like I’m not being offered the opportunity to turn it down anyway.


I stumble, shell-shocked, from Fields’ office and take a glance at my feet to assure myself I’m actually wearing the good-luck shoes.


I am. Apparently, their luck just ran out.
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IT’S WELL AFTER DARK, and I’m only halfway through drafting a custody agreement when Ben arrives at my office door. “Knock knock,” he says.


I raise a brow. “You realize saying knock knock is redundant when you actually knock.”


He leans against the door frame. “I mostly said it to annoy you.”


“You shouldn’t have expended the effort.” I open a new document on my laptop. “You standing there is enough to annoy me.”


He takes the seat on the other side of my desk, though I don’t recall inviting him to sit.


“Gemma…” His voice is gravel wrapped in velvet; a voice made for giving orders you can’t resist.


Reluctantly, I stop to look up at him.


“Can you do this? This case could be a big deal. I need to know you’re going to bring your A game, no matter how much you hate me, or just hate men in general.”


I want to argue that I don’t hate all men, but I don’t think I could swear to it under oath. I hate more men than I don’t, I suppose.


“I always bring my A game. But I’m not telling this woman what she wants to hear, or talking her into a garbage settlement just so you can count it as a win.”


His nostrils flare. “And you think I would?”


I thought I could insult Ben in almost any way, but this, apparently, is his Achilles’ heel. “I’ve seen you in court. As I recall, you justify doing a whole lot simply to say you won.”


“And you go just as far,” he replies, his jaw tight. “The only difference is I’m able to admit it.” His eyes lock unhappily with mine for a moment before he shakes his head and climbs to his feet.


When he walks out, broad shoulders tense, I sense I’ve disappointed him. He’s acted irked by me before, but never disappointed.


I expected it to feel slightly better than it does.
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The first time I ever set foot in a court house was for my parents’ custody hearing.


The smooth, modern walls of the LA County Courthouse are a world apart from that first one, but I still think of it every time I’m here.


When Lisa Miller, my client, goes on the stand, I think of my mother, with the shitty lawyer she could barely afford, the one who phoned in the entire case and didn’t ask her a single pertinent question. When Lisa looks at me, I give her the same smile I wish someone had given my mom while she sat there pale and terrified. It’s a smile that says: we’ve got this, you’re in good hands.


Her husband, Lee, hired Paul Sheffield, who’s made a reputation for himself by being exactly the kind of attorney my father hired—the kind who’s willing to destroy anyone and worry about the damage later. Today, though, he is evenly matched because I’m that kind of attorney too.


Someone has to be, to make sure women like my mother aren’t absolutely screwed by men who promise not to turn on them, and do it anyway.


I ask Lisa to describe what it was like, raising children with Lee. She talks about the kids’ soccer games he never attended and the time he left them at a party when they were toddlers to go sleep with a woman he’d met there. She talks about the cruel things he said to her, both privately and in public. When opposing counsel brings up her antidepressant use, the night she had too much wine with friends, I complain until I’m hoarse.


It’s what my mother’s lawyer should have done. Instead, he sat there and let her get torn apart, and he never objected to any of it.


I glance over at Lee Miller’s sagging shoulders as the case goes on, and feel a mean little spike of something in my blood. It’s not quite happiness, but it’ll have to do.


When the trial concludes, I walk outside with Lisa and discover she’s blinking back tears.


“What’s wrong?” I ask, placing a hand on her shoulder. She seemed happy a minute before. I got her everything she’d asked for.


“I’m pleased,” she says. “I am. It’s just so…final. You know he used to write me poems?”


She trails off, staring blankly at the pavement in front of her, as if this past version of them is displayed there like a puzzle. It’s inexplicable to her that the shapes could create another picture entirely.


I think of Kyle, then, walking down the hall at Stadler—broad-shouldered and square-jawed and so utterly confident—smiling that secret smile at me and me alone. For a long time, I could only see one way we’d turn out.


“One day it will all make sense,” I tell her, though I’m not sure that’s true.


Kyle was over six years ago, and I still can’t make the puzzle pieces fit.
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I GO STRAIGHT from court to the Beverly Wilshire, where Ben and I are meeting Margaret Lawson for the first time. When I step through the large glass doors, Ben is the first thing I see, leaning against a column while he waits. He runs a finger inside his collar when he spots me, as if the mere idea of spending the next hour together makes him feel suffocated, and then his gaze drops to my heels.


I’ve noticed he looks at my heels a lot. You wear a size 13, Ben. They won’t fit. I’ve thought it a hundred times, but I’ve never said it, as it would mean admitting I know his shoe size. I know far more about Ben than I should.


“You’re early,” I tell him, not slowing my stride as I pass.


“Only you would try to make that sound like a flaw,” he mutters. “What a fun night out you must be.”


“You know what’s fun about the women you date?” I ask. “The way they all just seem to disappear after you’ve been out with them once. Someone should check into that.”


“You know what’s fun about the men you date?” he replies. “The way they don’t exist in the first place.”


I catch his smirk in my peripheral vision and pretend I haven’t seen it, wishing I could make him invisible instead. There’s nothing like the sight of his shoulders straining against his jacket to take my brain in the wrong direction.


We arrive at the restaurant to find Margaret waiting. My first impression, from a distance, is promising: she’s professionally dressed, and there’s no whiff of crazy about her—no frizzy hair, no weird pins, no cat-hair covered scarf or briefcase obscured by bumper stickers. It matters because the jury won’t be asking themselves Was this fair? They’ll be asking Would I promote this woman?


“She’s perfect,” I say under my breath as we head toward the table.


“Slow your roll, there, Castrator,” he replies. “You haven’t heard her speak.”


“Don’t need to, Undertaker. Mark my words: we’re taking this case.”


Margaret rises when we reach the table. Ben introduces us and holds out a chair for me as I take my seat, an irritating bit of fake chivalry on his part. If she weren’t watching, he’d pull the chair out from under me and laugh at my fractured tailbone.


Ben makes small talk with Margaret until the waiter is gone, and then, with a glance at me, he begins. “What would be helpful,” he tells Margaret, “is if you could start by walking us through what happened during your time at Fiducia, because it sounds like it began pretty well before it went downhill.”


I like the way he asks the question. I don’t hear any doubt or suspicion in his voice, and he hasn’t asked her how she perceived their behavior, as if there’s another side of the story that is, perhaps, more valid.


Margaret describes the years she spent watching male managers get promoted, the way her annual reviews turned sour after she asked why she wasn’t promoted, and finally, the discovery that men just out of college were earning more than she was. Except she’s simply reciting facts we already know, and I’m eager to get to the things we don’t. My foot is tapping with impatience beneath the table…until Ben’s hand lands on my knee. For a moment, all I register is the heat and size of his palm, which feels large enough to wrap clear round my thigh if he wanted. It’s a little too easy to picture how his hand might slide farther, if we were two different people—the kind who don’t despise each other—but he should certainly know better than to place his hand on the knee of a woman known as The Castrator without her consent, even if he’s merely doing it to tell me to chill.


The waiter refills Margaret’s water, and I take the break in conversation to give Ben a quick glare, which says get your hand off my fucking knee.


His mouth twitches in response, and he gives my leg one final, infuriatingly firm squeeze before he releases me, as if to say Patience, Castrator. Let her tell this the way she wants.


My thigh feels cold in his hand’s absence. And while Ben gently reminds Margaret where she was in her story, his voice betraying absolutely none of my impatience, I cross my legs, trying to somehow grind away the memory of his palm on my skin.


Soon she’s offering us more detail, the things we didn’t already know, and I’m aggravated that Ben’s been proven right as I begin to take copious notes.


“You’re aware they’re going to throw every word you’ve ever said in your face?” Ben asks as lunch concludes and he’s signed the check. I’m glad he’s leveling with her because it’s an ugly process being deposed as a plaintiff and—if it comes to it—going on the stand. “Every misstep, every moment of anger or sick day is going to be broadcast. Are you ready for it?”


Margaret turns to him. She’s been admirably calm while discussing the case, which is a good thing—a jury will label a distressed female as shrill or hysterical for the exact same behaviors they’d term righteous indignation in a man. She swallows now, continuing to hold herself in check. “I was a model employee. I only took three sick days in ten years of work. If that’s their strategy, I wish them luck.”


“There isn’t enough luck in the world to help them win this case,” he tells her. And for the first time today, she looks pleased.


I guess it’s possible that there are worse things than sharing this case with him.


Not many, but some.


[image: Illustration]


WE GET IN THE CAR, and I start making notes with a small smile on my face. I was absolutely right about Margaret, even if he won’t admit it.


“Has no one ever told you,” Ben says, “that it’s unbecoming to gloat?”


He’s already tapping away on his phone. Probably arranging his post-lunch sex with a struggling actress he keeps in a high-rise.


“This might come as a shock to you, Tate, but I don’t give a shit if you or anyone else finds my behavior unbecoming.”


“Based on your social life,”—He continues to type—“or lack thereof…no, that does not come as a shock.”


I roll my eyes. As far as I can tell, Ben’s social life only requires the female be pretty and have a pulse, and I’m not even sure about the pulse part. “How’s that yoga Instagram girl you were seeing, by the way? Have you explained the difference between your and you’re to her yet?”


He puts the phone down and looks at me, arching a brow. “I didn’t realize you were following my social life so carefully. You almost sound…jealous.”


This is one of those moments. The kind where I know what I should do—ignore him—but the devil is leaping in my chest, suggesting all the wrong things. We’re nearly back to the office, thank God. Perhaps that will keep the damage to a minimum.


“That must be it,” I deadpan. “If I wanted my vaginal penetration with a side order of disease, you’d definitely be the first person I’d seek out.”


“Vaginal penetration?” he repeats. My nipples tighten, as if he just placed his hand inside my bra. “I doubt it would work anyway. Lot of cobwebs there. Too many to bust through, I imagine.” His mouth curves upward, as if he’s still considering the possibility.


“Well, your parts certainly wouldn’t be up to the job. Or any job, if we’re being honest.”


“You bring up my dick an awful lot.” His eyes fall to my mouth, and that traitorous devil inside me likes it. “I wonder if that means something.”


For a moment I’m picturing him and it—together, obviously—and I’m so winded by the idea it takes a solid two seconds for my mean mouth to make a recovery.


“I have always had a soft spot for the small and the weak,” I reply.


The car stops at the curb and he climbs out, but before I can exit, he ducks his head back inside, so our faces are level and far too close. Close enough to smell the soap on his skin, the starch in his shirt. “Gemma,” he says, eyes glittering dangerously, “I promise there’s nothing small or weak about me.” He walks away, and it takes me a full second to recover from my shock. And another full second to catch my breath.


Gemma, I promise there’s nothing small or weak about me.


I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to drive the memory from my head, but I can still feel it exactly where I did—between my legs, fluttering like a hummingbird.


I can’t believe we just had a conversation about his dick.


And I really can’t believe I started it.


[image: Illustration]


THAT NIGHT, driving home, I go left when I should go right. Ben, I happen to know, lives in Santa Monica, though I can’t imagine why: he works just as much as I do, so it’s not like he’s ever hanging out at the beach. I wonder if he takes the route I’m taking now. If so, he’s an idiot. Even at nine o’clock, there are an irritating number of stops and starts.


I’ve never driven down his street, but if I take Alta I can see his house to the left. There’s still a dumpster in front and a building permit posted in the yard. Whatever he’s doing has been going on for two years straight. His neighbors must hate him as much as I do.


I do a U-turn a few streets later, take one final look, and then drive home, trying to forget this little moment of weakness, even when I know it won’t be the last.
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Somehow, I’m still a romantic at heart. I weep copiously during seasonal commercials in which racial divisions are bridged or a child and an old person bond. I have my dream home all mapped out on Pinterest, and have also choreographed the way my future husband will propose in Iceland (I won’t expect it; a children’s choir I never even noticed will begin to sing “All You Need is Love”, and then whoosh…the Northern Lights appear).


I blame this on the fact that, together, my mother and I have watched pretty much every Hallmark movie ever made.Though ninety percent of them have nearly identical, misogynistic plots—career-minded woman from the big city is saved from herself by a hot guy in a small town, where she will eventually adopt a more traditionally feminine profession (baking, motherhood or inn-keeping)—I inhale them when I’m home.


“Which one are you watching tonight?” I ask when my mom picks up the phone. It’s eight o’clock on a Thursday and I’m on my way to meet a potential client; it’s eleven for her and she’s recovering from her second shift of the day. Neither of us have a Hallmark-worthy life at the moment.


“He’s the owner of a bed and breakfast and she—”


“Is stuck there because her car broke down?” I suggest, pulling out of the parking garage. Whoever writes these movies clearly believes it’s impossible to leave the city without automotive trouble or a deer darting into the road.


“No, actually, she’s there to buy him out.”


“Ah, of course. So, she represents a heartless conglomerate that plans to destroy the town’s charm by making it a tourist destination, and he’s going to prove her wrong and help heal her wounded heart.”


She laughs. “That does appear to be the direction this is heading, and speaking of heartless lawyers, how’s it going with The Client-Stealer?” She, like myself, is not #TeamBen, but all her info comes from me, so it’s unlikely she would be.


I groan quietly, turning off Fairfax onto Sunset and honking at some idiotic kids standing in the middle of the road. “He hasn’t done anything wrong yet. But we only met the client last week. Give him time.”


“If this was a movie, he’d threaten to fire you if you don’t work Christmas, and you’d wind up in a quaint ski resort with a handsome client.”


The threatening to fire me if I don’t work Christmas part is entirely likely, but the partners keep all the fun destination travel for themselves. “Speaking of holidays,” I venture, “what do you want to do about Thanksgiving?”


My mom can’t afford many things on her own, which makes discussions like this tricky. I used to think that once I’d paid off my student loans, I’d be able to help her, but she’s consistently refused to accept anything significant. When I bought her a car, she wept and they were not good tears. She said she’d never be able to look at that car without thinking her own daughter believed she was pathetic and desperate. Eventually I gave in and returned it, and I’ve had to proceed carefully ever since. I now know she will accept a hardback book, but not a first edition; a wool sweater but not a Canada Goose coat. If I claim to have bought her something on a trip, or bought something for us both, she will generally not object. She still believes I got us each a pair of high-end snow boots while skiing with friends, when in reality I found them online and bought them only for her. Ditto the baby-soft cashmere throw, the shearling lined moccasins, the ridiculously expensive face cream.


But there’s no way to lie about airline tickets. I have more money than time—it’s easier for me if she comes here, but I always defer to her.


“I can get you a ticket to LA or I can go there,” I tell her. “My kitchen sucks, but there are some amazing places here that do Thanksgiving dinner. We could even eat outside.”


"Oh, honey. I'm so sorry. Working retail now…I can’t possibly get that whole weekend off, and I took a shift at the bar on Thanksgiving. I just assumed between work and all your friends there, I wouldn’t see you."


I run a finger inside the neck of my blouse. It’s possible I oversold how busy I am, but that’s not what bothers me. It’s that once upon a time, my mother oversaw an epic dinner for twenty every Thanksgiving, and now she won’t even be celebrating. She was the perfect wife, and look where it got her: stuck in a shitty apartment alone, working two jobs.


“I’ll come home for Christmas, then. Just let me know your schedule.”


“You could always visit your father, you know,” she says tentatively. “I’m sure he’d love to see you.”


I wince. I’m not sure how my mother is so big-hearted, but it’s a quality I did not inherit…and I’m glad. Seeing the best in people and forgiving the worst has never gotten a female anywhere, as far as I can tell. “I’ll think about it, Mom,” I reply, which is a polite over my dead body, and his as well, and she knows it.


When we hang up, I find a parking spot and brace myself for the last event of the day and by far the worst: meeting a potential client, at Fields’ request.


I hate doing it under the best of circumstances and am even less optimistic about tonight. West Forest Media could bring us a lot of work, but my impression of them and their CEO is that they are—what’s the legal term?—douchey. I’m young, female, reasonably attractive. It’s a combination that seems to embolden even the most average of men to act like complete dicks, and these guys already seem like complete dicks.


I walk into the bar where West Forest’s senior staff has been holding a post-retreat happy hour. When the CEO, Tim Webber, gives me a once-over as I introduce myself, I know this evening will go just as poorly as I expected.


“Now I see why Fields insisted I’d like you,” he says.


There are times when all you can do is ignore the innuendo. I take his extended hand, but my shake is firmer than it would have been.


“You look like that actress, the one with the—Hey, Jones!” he shouts to a guy near the bar. “Who does she look like?”


“Wonder Woman,” says Jones, and I stifle a sigh.


“That’s it,” says Webber. “Wonder Woman. Gail something or other. You must hear that all the time.”


I force a smile. “She’s a lot nicer than I am.”


He laughs, as if this was a joke when it was, in fact, a warning. “I bet that’s not true.” He turns to the guy beside him. “We’re going to the restaurant. Just bill the whole thing to me.”


His employees watch us move across the room, as if Webber’s leading me upstairs to take my virginity, and when we reach the top floor, I understand why—the restaurant is posh, quiet, and romantic. I’m decidedly uncomfortable when he holds my chair for me then orders us a bottle of red without even asking me if I’d like a drink. He’s the type of guy who’s experienced a bit of success and let it go to his head. I guarantee he cheats at everything—marriage, taxes, corporate expenditures—and rationalizes all of it. I know men like this well. I was raised by one, after all.


I try to turn the conversation to his company’s legal needs, and he waves me off. “We’ll get to all that. Are you hungry? Let’s order some food.”


“I’ve eaten, thank you,” I say crisply. It’s a lie, but I’m not willing to be stuck with this man for ninety minutes over a steak dinner, especially not when he’s clearly a let’s mix business with pleasure kind of guy.


The waiter pours him a taste of the wine, and he swirls it in his glass, sniffs it, then swishes it in his mouth. He nods his approval without making eye contact, as if he’s royalty.


It’s obnoxious. I bet Ben Tate does the same fucking thing.


“So, tell me what you do when you’re not at work,” he says once the waiter is gone.


“I work seven days a week,” I reply. “I rep—”


“We need to change that,” he cuts in. “You’re way too pretty to spend all your free time working.”


Ugh.


I begin again. “As I was saying, I represented—”


“Have you ever been on a yacht?” he asks, and I give up. This guy does not give two shits what kind of work I’ve done. He probably doesn’t even care that I went to law school. I’m simply here to be his pretty audience for the night, and nothing more.


I patiently listen as he tells me about his yacht, namedrops every celebrity he’s ever met and every model he’s ever dated, and then shares a somewhat pointless story about partying with “Demi” at Art Basel. What he does not do, no matter how many times I broach the topic, is discuss West Forest’s legal needs.


Gemma Charles, FMG’s first female partner, I repeat in my head.


I heave a sigh of relief when he pours the last of the wine in our glasses and throws his credit card on the table.


“Have you ever gone sailing around Coronado?” he asks. “We should go sometime.”


“Like I said, I work seven days a week, so that would be a stretch. And speaking of work—”


He winks at me. “You come with me to Coronado, I’m happy to tell your boss we were working.”


My jaw has begun to ache with the effort of faking my polite smiles. “I prefer work to yachting, I’m afraid.”


“I can see you’re going to be a challenge. That’s okay. I like a challenge.”


I’m not interested in being a challenge; I’m interested in drumming up business, and we haven’t spoken about work at all. How much longer do I have to pretend to care about this man’s dumb hobbies and social life?


“Let’s discuss what your firm can do for us,” he says when we get downstairs. He walks outside and I follow, wondering why the hell he’s only bringing this up now. “My place is right around the corner, and I have a very nice Veuve Clicquot in the fridge.”
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