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            It was a dick move

          

        

      

    

    
      Clara

      “Hey Ozzie,” I said softly as I took one of the tiny chairs at the timeout table.

      Ozzie gave me one brief, furious look, then crossed his arms over his little seven-year-old chest and glared out of the window.

      I sighed.

      Since the beginning of the school year, Oscar Sterling had consistently been the most challenging child in the class. Today, he’d ripped pages out of his reading book and then thrown the book at Margot Harding. At a normal school with normal kids, maybe this wouldn’t cause all-out panic, but I didn’t work at a normal school. Molton Prep was one of the most exclusive prep schools in London. These were no run-of-the-mill seven-year-olds. Margot was the daughter of Oliver Harding, the Duke of Buckingham, and Oscar was Lord Sterling’s son. Both of these men were utterly terrifying.

      Luckily, being only a teaching assistant, I didn’t have much direct contact with parents. That had been one of the stipulations I made before accepting this job. It meant I took the lower-paid assistant role, rather than that of form tutor, but that suited me just fine. I was able to keep the lowest profile possible – something I always aspired to – and I didn’t have to deal with any Dukes of this or Lords of that on a regular basis. Given my almost crippling shyness when it came to adults, coupled with my unusual… circumstances, which made anonymity of vital importance, even the school agreed that this was for the best.

      Lily, the form tutor, was deep in conversation with a furious-looking Margot, whose tiny body was stiff with affronted rage, her small fists clenched at her sides. Lily gave me a very brief “oh shit” look before going back to placating the little girl. We had just over an hour to defuse this situation before parents started to arrive. My mind flashed to Ozzie’s dad, and my breath caught in my throat. Lord Sterling was one of the most intimidating men I’d ever seen in my life. Tall, built, dark hair, eyes so blue they were almost otherworldly, deep commanding voice (no doubt inherited from centuries of his ancestors ruling over the lesser mortals of this country). He was super scary, completely fascinating and, given that he was a barrister of all things, about the last man I should be obsessing over.

      Luckily, someone like him would never notice someone like me. And I should be grateful for that. Lord Rafe Sterling was one of the most renowned criminal barristers in the country, and apparently on course to be one of the youngest judges ever appointed in the UK. Clearly not satisfied with the vast Sterling wealth, he was chasing the ultimate promotion.

      For me, contact with police, barristers and especially judges was extremely ill-advised given my background. Not that I could have spoken to Lord Sterling anyway. Considering I could barely string two words together when talking to our very kind and motherly headmistress, I doubted a conversation with a man like Lord Sterling would be on the cards.

      That didn’t mean I couldn’t watch him, though.

      If there was one thing I was good at, it was watching. Silent observation had been a survival technique for me when I was growing up, and it still served me well. So, every Tuesday morning and afternoon, I would look out of the classroom window, making sure I was out of sight behind some questionable year 3 artwork, to see Lord Sterling drop Ozzie off at school and pick him up at the end of the day. Usually, he was in a three-piece suit. In the colder months, he wore a long, dark coat over his suit, which flew out behind him in the wind and made him look one hundred percent the aristocrat he was. This was one small highlight of my narrow life, one thing I let myself have just for me. I stored up those images of him and revisited them at night when I was alone.

      Fantasising about the totally unobtainable Lord Sterling was the closest thing I’d had to a sex life in years.

      In my fervent imagination, I wasn’t mousy and short, I didn’t have to wear glasses to see beyond my fingertips, and I wasn’t in woolly jumpers and thick tights (all of which were either black or grey). No, I dressed in the kind of glamorous, attention-grabbing outfits I’d seen the women in his life wear when he took them out (I may have Googled the man a time or hundred).

      “Ozzie, love,” I said gently again, shifting closer to his stiff little body. “I can see you’re having some big feelings. Maybe we could talk about them. You know it’s not okay to rip up books, and it’s definitely not okay to throw them at other children.”

      “I hate books,” he mumbled, still staring out of the window. “And I hate Margot.”

      “Hate’s a very strong word, Ozzie. Margot’s your friend. I think she’d be really sad if she thought you hated her.”

      Ozzie shifted on his chair and glanced over at Margot who was still talking to Lily. “She’s a know-it-all teacher’s pet.”

      My eyebrows went up at that. “Teacher’s pet? Really, Ozzie?” I didn’t argue with the know-it-all comment – that one was fairly accurate – but Margot Harding was anything but a teacher’s pet. She was a great kid, but submitting to authority was not her strong suit. “Hun, she locked Mrs MacGraw in the supply cupboard when she was filling in for me last week.”

      The corner of Ozzie’s mouth lifted in a small smile. “Yeah, that was funny.”

      I bit my lips to stop myself smiling too. In all honesty, it was funny. Mrs MacGraw was a stuck-up bitch. Still, Margot shouldn’t have done it. I bumped Ozzie gently with my shoulder.

      “Why don’t you tell me what made you sad?”

      He looked down at his lap and his shoulders slumped. When he spoke, his voice was only just above a whisper, and I had to strain to make out the words.

      “I still can’t read very good.”

      I swallowed past the lump in my throat. He sounded so completely defeated. His defiance from earlier evaporated, and insecurity took its place.

      “Ozzie, we’ve talked about this, love,” I said softly. “You find reading a little bit tricky, and I think that’s because your brain muddles the letters up a bit. But there are lots we’re going to do to help. Are you finding the new books easier?”

      I had started the assessments for dyslexia with Ozzie two weeks ago. Even this early, I could tell that he was profoundly affected, so I’d gone ahead and bought some resources. The books he was using now had dyslexia-friendly fonts with wider-spaced lines, and some, like the one he’d ripped the pages out of, had coloured paper instead of white, all of which might help Ozzie make better sense of the words.

      “Margot asked why my paper was yellow,” Ozzie mumbled. “She thinks I’m stupid.”

      “Did she say that?” I asked in surprise. Margot was a handful, but she wasn’t a cruel child.

      “No, I guess not,” said Ozzie as he scuffed his shoe on the floor.

      “Ozzie, do you think you’re stupid?” I said in a quiet voice. He shrugged and my chest ached again. “Sweetie, we’ve gone over this as well. Having dyslexia doesn’t mean you’re stupid. It just means you’ve got a different type of brain. That can actually be helpful for some things. Some of the most successful people in the world have dyslexia. Thinking differently isn’t always a bad thing. Do you think Einstein’s stupid?”

      Ozzie shrugged again and I decided to go for someone a little more modern. “How about Tom Cruise?”

      That got his attention. His little body shifted so he was facing me a little more and he blinked up at me with the startling blue eyes he’d inherited from his father. “Tom Cruise has dyslexia?”

      “Yes, and whatever anyone says about the man, nobody thinks he’s stupid, do they?”

      Ozzie considered this for a minute and then slowly shook his head.

      “I happen to think that you’re very clever, Ozzie,” I told him. “All we have to do is help your brain out a bit with the muddling up the letters thing, and then there’ll be nothing stopping you.”

      “I shouldn’t have chucked the book at Margot’s head.”

      “Do you think you should say sorry?”

      Ozzie nodded. I looked up at Lily, who was still trying to placate an irate Margot, and gave her a quick nod. Lily smiled and spoke to Margot again, pointing over to where Ozzie and I were sitting. Then Margot marched over to us to stand in front of the desk, planting her feet wide and putting her hands on her hips. She looked like a seven-year-old unexploded bomb of attitude.

      “Hey, Margot,” I said, “Ozzie has something to say to you.”

      “Sorry,” muttered Ozzie at his lap.

      Margot tilted her head to the side. “I’m gonna need more than that, Oscar Sterling,” she said with all the sass I had expected.

      “I shouldn’t’ve chucked a book at your head,” he said a little more clearly, but still not giving her eye contact. “It was a dick move.”

      “Oscar!” I admonished. “That was a bad word. You know we can’t use those words at school.”

      Okay, so it wasn’t ideal that Oscar used the d-word, but at least now Margot was smiling.

      “Yeah,” she said. “It was a dick move.”

      “Margot!”

      “Why’d you do it?” Margot asked, her attitude-laden pose from before relaxing somewhat.

      “Dunno,” muttered Ozzie.

      “Yeah, you do,” she countered, scowling down at him.

      “My brain works funny, and I was embarrassed,” Ozzie said eventually.

      “Funny how?” Margot asked, her eyebrows going up and her head tilting to the side.

      Ozzie scuffed the floor again with his shoe. “I get my letters mixed up.”

      “Oh, you mean dyslexia,” Margot said, and Ozzie blinked at her in surprise.

      “Er… yeah,” he said. “That’s it.”

      “Well, what’s the big bloody deal?” Margot asked and I rolled my eyes again.

      “Margot, I am sitting right here, love,” I told her. “If you could just pretend not to swear, that’d be great.”

      She grinned at me. “Sorry. Mummy’s always telling me off. She blames Daddy.” She turned back to Ozzie. “Well, dyslexia’s not a big deal. My cousin’s got it, and she gets to go to her own special room for exams, which is way cooler than the exam room. She gets snacks and everything cause her exam is longer. Last time, she had a whole packet of Jaffa Cakes.”

      “Snacks?” Ozzie asked, perking up significantly. “Hey, Miss Clara. You never mentioned the snacks!”

      “Er… right, yes. Not always the first thing I think of to discuss.”

      “Well, it should be,” Ozzie said in disbelief. “I love snacks. Especially Jaffa Cakes.”

      I suppressed a smile again. “Right, I’ll lead with the snack info in future.”

      Margot huffed. “Okay, Ozzie, you’re forgiven. I’ve taken you off my list.”

      Before I could ask her any more about the ominous list, she turned to flounce away.

      “Feeling better about it all now?” I asked Ozzie once Margot was out of hearing distance.

      “Yeah,” he said, managing a small smile.

      “Wanna play Awesome Alliterations?”

      He perked up even more at that. Ozzie was responding really well to the games I’d started with him last week. The alliteration game helped dyslexics sort out letters and identify sounds. He was getting pretty good. I smiled at him and reached over to grab the stack of cards that we used for this game. Unfortunately, this caused my sleeve to ride up my arm.

      “What’s that purple blob, Miss Clara?” Ozzie asked, and I quickly pulled my jumper back down over my wrist. I cleared my throat as I kept my eyes focused on the cards I was sorting out.

      “Oh, it’s nothing, love,” I said with a shaky smile.

      Ozzie narrowed his too-intelligent eyes at me. “It looked like a big bruise. I got one like that the other day cause that di––” I gave him a sharp look and he rolled his eyes, “that punk, Lucas kicked me in the shin at football. It really hurt.” He glanced around to check the coast was clear and lowered his voice. “I even cried it hurt so much, but I pretended that I got a fly in my eye. Daddy covered for me.”

      “It’s okay to cry, love.”

      Ozzie rolled his eyes. “Not on a football team, it’s not. Anyway, my bruise went that colour, but it wasn’t even half as bad. Did someone kick you too?”

      I opened my mouth and shut it again, struggling to come up with an excuse. I was usually much more adept than this at excuses, to be honest, but having the question come from a child threw me somewhat. “I… fell.”

      “You fell?”

      “Yes, silly of me. I tripped and fell down some stairs. My arm took a big hit. But I’m okay.”

      Ozzie was still staring at me. It was a little disconcerting. “Is that why you had a puffed up face at the start of term? Did you fall then too?”

      “Um… yes. Yes, I… fell into a door then.”

      “You must be super clumsy, Miss Clara,” Ozzie said. When I looked at him he was frowning up at me. That tightness in my chest was back again.

      I forced a laugh. “Yes, I’ve always been a bit flibbertigibbet. They called me Clumsy Clara at school.” I lowered my voice then. “To be honest, I’m a bit embarrassed about it, so don’t tell anyone, okay?” I winked at him.

      “Okay, Miss Clara,” he said slowly, and I quickly pulled out the Awesome Alliterations cards to distract him.

      I knew you shouldn’t lie to children. And I knew you shouldn’t ask them to keep secrets. I knew that.

      But some lies were necessary, and some secrets needed to be kept.
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            Like a ghost

          

        

      

    

    
      Rafe

      “Miss Summerfield,” I clipped, very close now to losing my fucking patience. What was wrong with these people? Anyone with this level of incompetence would have been fired from my chambers immediately. “Unless your first name is Clara, I’m afraid you can’t help me.”

      Miss Summerfield narrowed her eyes at me and stood her ground. I was mildly impressed. Most people did not stand their ground with me; quite the opposite.

      “No, Lord Sterling, my first name is not Clara, it’s Lily. But I am your son’s form teacher and, as such, am perfectly capable of answering any questions you may have pertaining to his education here.”

      I scowled at her and crossed my arms over my chest. I did not have time for this level of fuckwittery. “I need to speak to a Miss Clara,” I said through gritted teeth for what felt like the hundredth time that morning. Did this Clara woman have the plague or something? Why was it this hard to have a simple conversation with her?

      “Miss Clara doesn’t deal with parents,” Miss Summerfield said, also for what felt like the hundredth time. “She’s only a teaching assistant.”

      “Well, she’s the one my son has been talking about for the last month non-stop. And she’s the one who told my son his ‘brain works differently’ yesterday, so I would like to bloody well speak to her now.”

      “Daddy, you can’t say swears here,” Ozzie said as he tugged on my trouser leg.

      I uncrossed my arms to ruffle his hair as I smiled down at him. “Sorry, buddy. I’ll do better, okay?”

      “Miss Clara’s super shy with big people,” Ozzie went on to say. “She only talks to Miss Lily. I don’t think she’ll wanna talk to you. Specially if you’re gonna use your scary voice.”

      “I’m not using my scary voice,” I lied as I crouched down so I could be eye level with him. “All Daddy wants to do is speak to her, okay? I’m not going to scare her. She’s a grown adult and a teacher, Oz. She can handle talking to a parent.” Ozzie looked sceptical, and I began to wonder what the fuck was wrong with the mysterious Miss Clara.

      “Hello, Lord Sterling.” I straightened up at the headmistress’s voice. Finally, someone who could make sense of this shitshow.

      “Mrs Clayton,” I said brusquely, straightening to my full height and towering over both women.

      “Lily,” Mrs Clayton said. “Why don’t you and Oscar go back to class? I’ll deal with Lord Sterling.”

      Lily let out a relieved breath and smiled at Ozzie who took her hand.

      “No more swears, Daddy,” Ozzie said over his shoulder as he was led away.

      “Sure thing, Oz,” I called after him. “I’ll see you later, buddy. Have a good day.”

      The smile I’d worn for my son dropped as soon as they were out of sight, and I turned back to the headmistress.

      “I’m not sure what sort of show you’re running here, Mrs Clayton,” I said stiffly. “But if I want to meet with my child’s teacher, that request should be accommodated.”

      Mrs Clayton gave me a shrewd look. My scary voice certainly had very little effect on her. But then again, she’d been the headmistress of Molton Prep for twenty years, and before that she’d been my form teacher. Not much could scare Mrs Clayton.

      “Rafe Sterling,” she said in her very own scary voice, “don’t you come in here and throw your weight around like I haven’t seen you shove Blue Tac up your nose and cry after Molly Anderson pushed you into a puddle.”

      I felt heat creep up my neck. Bloody hell, she was like a damn elephant. I’d been a scrawny little shit at prep school. It was only after I hit puberty that I’d “hulked out”, as my sister liked to put it. That bitch Molly Anderson had been twice my size back then. I shoved a hand through my hair and shifted on my feet just like I was a naughty nine-year-old again.

      “Okay, fine, I’m sorry,” I muttered, relaxing my stance as I looked toward Ozzie’s classroom, then back at Mrs Clayton. “Listen, I’m not trying to throw my weight around. It’s just that Oz has been talking non-stop about this Miss Clara. And I know she’s the one assessing him for dyslexia. I have a right to speak to the person educating my son.”

      Mrs Clayton tilted her head to the side as she stared up at me. “Are you unhappy with her input?”

      “Not exactly,” I said carefully. “I mean, Oz definitely seems less frustrated now, but I need to know what’s going on. He talks about her all the time, and I’m not sure I agree with all this brain working differently chat.”

      “Oscar’s brain does work differently, Rafe,” Mrs Clayton said gently. “And Miss Clara is the very best at helping children with different needs. I won’t have you coming in and bullying her.”

      My eyebrows went up. “Bullying her? I just want to speak to the woman. I’m not sure what the hell is going on here, but you can’t hide employees away from parents who are paying exorbitant fees and, in the case of my family, making significant financial contributions to the school on a regular basis.”

      “Now see here, young man,” Mrs Clayton said in her most stern tone, the same one she used when I painted Molly Anderson’s ponytail blue, “I know you didn’t just try to use your money to get your way. I know this because I expect better from an Old Moltonian.”

      “Yes, Mrs Clayton,” I chanted like I was back in her office as a naughty kid.

      She stared at me for a moment, then let out a sigh. “You’re not going to let this go, are you, Rafe?”

      I stood my ground and shook my head. No, I was not going to give up until I met the elusive Miss Clara. Where the fuck had they been hiding her? I hadn’t come across her at any of the school parents’ evenings or functions. She was like a ghost.

      Mrs Clayton looked away from me for a moment and bit her lip in a highly unusual display of indecision and concern.

      “Okay, I’ll see if I can set it up.”

      I huffed out a frustrated breath. “Can’t I just see the woman now, for God’s sake?”

      “Don’t take the Lord’s name in vain,” Mrs Clayton said distractedly. She still looked like she was struggling with something. Then she focused back on me and gave me a stern glare that would have had me shaking in my plimsolls thirty years ago. “If I agree to this, you’ve got to promise me not to be so… well… you.”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “Rafe, honestly, you know what I’m saying. You treat every situation and every person in it like you’re in your courtroom. I’m immune as I’ve seen you wee yourself at the school nativity but…”

      “That was Ollie Harding!” I snapped. Bloody Ollie. Twenty-seven years later and I was still taking the flak for his lack of bladder control.

      “Goodness, it doesn’t matter now, dear,” Mrs C said in her patented placatory tone. Alright for her – she wasn’t the one being reminded of shit that went down in prep school. “What I’m saying is that you’re intimidating. This girl, Clara, she…” Mrs C trailed off and looked over my shoulder towards the classroom door, her expression troubled. “She’s quiet.”

      “She seems to have plenty to say to my son.”

      “No, not with the children. She has a natural affinity with the children. It’s adults Clara struggles with. Her employment agreement is clear on no contact with parents.”

      I thought back to all the various ways Ozzie had described Clara. Everything was “Miss Clara this” and “Miss Clara thinks that,” “Miss Clara told this joke and I nearly peed myself laughing” – what kind of stunt was this woman trying to pull? Clearly, she just wanted to waltz off with her paycheck and not have to face any of the tricky aspects of teaching, like communicating effectively with the parents who were providing her damn paycheck.

      It seemed as though she had Mrs Clayton and that form teacher wrapped around her little finger too. She must be some sort of master manipulator. Did I want another manipulative woman around my kid? I’d had enough of that with his mother.

      “I’m sorry, but I insist she makes an exception for me,” I said firmly. Mrs Clayton stared at me for a long moment and I decided to go in for the kill. “Of course, I could always take my concerns to the governors. Are they aware that there’s a teacher at the school declining meetings with parents and only answerable to the pupils? Is that something they’d be happy with?”

      Mrs Clayton’s face reddened and she narrowed her eyes at me again. “You always were a stubborn little blighter,” she said in a low voice, and I suppressed a smile. “Fine. I’ll set it up. But I need a chance to talk to her first.”

      I felt a wave of frustration but tamped it down. I could wait a few more hours. Tuesdays were my day with Ozzie, the one day I never scheduled court. I took him to school and picked him up every week. On my other days with Oz, his nanny did the drop-offs. Officially, I only had fifty percent custody of Ozzie. Unofficially, his mother was always fucking off to Europe and the States, so despite her having made my life hell in the custody battle, she rarely made an effort to be in the country to spend the time with Ozzie that she had fought so hard for. I was determined to give him some stability and be the parent he could rely on. So Tuesdays with Ozzie were sacrosanct, even if it pissed the clerk at chambers off.

      “I will arrive here thirty minutes prior to collection time today. I presume I can meet her then?”

      Mrs Clayton sighed, that troubled look was back in her eyes again and for some reason I felt a twinge of unease. But no, I told myself. It is not unreasonable to want to meet the person my son talks about nonstop. She couldn’t possibly be that pathologically shy, could she?
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            Do you, by any chance, actually speak?

          

        

      

    

    
      Clara

      “Clara,” Mrs Clayton said, and I looked up from the French plait I was redoing in Margot’s long hair. Her original plaits had long since fallen victim to her various playground escapades, and all that hair needed to be wrangled out of her face so that she could finish her painting. “He’s here early, dear.”

      My heart felt like it was lodged in my throat at her words as I continued to try and finish the plait with shaking fingers. When Mrs Clayton had approached me earlier to ask if I would meet Lord Sterling, I’d given her a flat no. Then she’d told me that he was threatening to go to the board of governors, that it could put my position in jeopardy, and I realised I’d have to go through with it. I could not risk this job. It was a lifeline for me at the moment.

      A wave of resentment swept through me then. People like Lord Sterling had no idea how terrifying any threat to your employment was when you were struggling to get by in London like me. When you had to live independently. When going to your family for help was out of the question. I shuddered at the very thought. No, people like him just demanded stuff. They issued commands and expected us lesser mortals to do their bidding.

      Work was supposed to be my safe space, one of my only safe spaces, and he was ripping that away from me. My bloody contract said I didn’t have to meet parents, but I was guessing Lord Sterling didn’t care about that as long as he got his way.

      “O-o-okay,” I stammered and bit my lip as I frantically tried to finish the plait, annoyed with myself that I’d let that speech impediment creep back in. I was usually really good at staying calm and talking normally at school, but of course, most of the time, I was talking to under-tens with no prospect of over-large lords interrogating me. Thankfully, I managed to finish the plait after a few more painful seconds of struggling to control my shakes. But as I was about to stand, Margot grabbed my hand with her tiny one.

      “Are you okay, Miss Clara?” she asked, her blue eyes filled with concern as she blinked up at me. For someone who was prepared to lock a supply teacher in a cupboard, Margot had surprisingly well-honed empathy. I forced a smile.

      “Of course I am, love. You finish off your lovely painting now, okay, and I’ll be back in a jiffy.”

      “Daddy!” shouted Ozzie, jumping to his feet and sprinting across the room, knocking his chair over in the process. With a sickening lurch, I turned to the doorway to see Ozzie collide with the long legs of the large man filling it. He was all the way across the room, but this was the closest I’d ever been to Lord Sterling, and he seemed even more intimidating than when I spied on him from the first-floor window.

      When he looked across at me, I thought I might pass out. His ice-blue eyes stared straight into mine, fixing me in place like I imagined a lion would fix an antelope. His intensity was almost too much for me to cope with. I wanted to run but was frozen to the spot. Thankfully, he looked down at his son, breaking the connection and allowing me to take in some much-needed oxygen.

      “Hey buddy,” he said in a warm voice which did not match his intense, icy stare from moments ago, as his hands went to his son’s hair to ruffle it. Then he did something that, if I didn’t already have a raging crush on the man, would have kick-started one in a serious way – he dropped down to crouch in front of Ozzie so that he was at eye level with him and smiled the most glorious smile I’d ever seen in my entire life. I heard Lily mutter, “Jesus, Mary and Joseph,” from behind me, so I knew I wasn’t the only one affected. Even Mrs C let out a small sigh. “You had a good day, mate?” Lord Sterling asked after giving his son a brief hug.

      “Yes!” Ozzie said. “Miss Clara taught me another game which helps my brain sort out the letters, and then she showed me all the actions to the sounds and then⁠—”

      “Did she now?” Lord Sterling said, looking over his son’s head and straight at me again. Bloody hell. I was not going to survive an actual conversation with this man. There was simply no way I could manage it. Lily gave me a nudge, and I stood up awkwardly from the child-sized chair I’d been perched on, pushing my glasses back up my nose and tucking my hair behind my ears. “Well, I’m going to have a little chat with Miss Clara now before the end of school,” Lord Sterling continued, his eyes still fixed on me. His deep voice saying my name gave me the weirdest swooping sensation in the pit of my stomach, almost as though I was free-falling on a rollercoaster.

      Ozzie looked between his father and me with a small frown on his face. “Be nice to Miss Clara, Daddy,” he bossed, some of his father’s tone leaking into his little boy voice. This didn’t surprise me. Ozzie was a miniature carbon copy of his dad. Lord Sterling ruffled his son’s hair again and smiled down at him. The swooping got worse.

      “I’m always nice,” he said.

      Ozzie laughed at this obvious lie as Lord Sterling looked back over at me and raised an eyebrow. For a moment, I had the most outrageous urge to laugh. It was like we’d gone back in time a couple of centuries, and he was Lord of the Manor expecting a subject to do his bidding in response to a simple facial expression. Lily gave me another shove from behind, and I swallowed down the nervous laugh as I made my way over to him with leaden feet. I stopped about five yards away. Any closer, and I felt like I might self-combust with nerves.

      “Miss Clara, I presume?” Lord Sterling said. I had to look away from the intense blue of his eyes, instead focusing on his tie as I nodded. “You are a difficult lady to access.” I felt heat spread up my neck at the accusation in his tone. “But if you could spare me a moment of your time, it would be much appreciated. I presume your hair-dressing duties can wait for now?”

      Ugh, the condescending prick was taking the piss. Well, Margot’s hair was important to her. It made her happy, and making children happy was my jam. Belittling me for doing my job was a dick move as Margot and Ozzie would say. But then I was used to men in authority behaving like entitled dicks, so I didn’t know why Lord Sterling doing it made me feel so let down. He’d demanded this meeting hadn’t he? It may have been because the Lord Sterling I fantasised about wasn’t an entitled, condescending prick, so the IRL version was always going to be a disappointment.

      I swallowed the lump that had formed in my throat, wishing I could reply like a normal human, but knowing that if I did speak just then it would probably come out more like a small squeak and make me look even more odd. So, I just nodded again, still focusing on his tie.

      “Wonderful,” he snapped, his tone even more irritated than before. He swept out his arm to the door next to him, saying, “After you,” as if he, rather than Mrs Clayton, ran the school.

      Lily gave my arm a quick squeeze, whispering, “You’ll be fine,” in my ear and then giving me yet another gentle shove. I managed to make my feet move towards Lord Sterling, but in order to pass him and go through the door, I had to come within a couple of feet of him, and his proximity was completely overwhelming.

      He was absolutely huge up close – well over six feet, with broad shoulders under his tailored suit; he towered over us women and all the kids.

      I got a light waft of expensive aftershave and clean male scent that made my heart rate stutter then pick up at double time as I walked out of the room, concentrating on not tripping over my own feet. Lily was talking to Ozzie now and leading him away. Lord Sterling and Mrs Clayton had followed me and I heard the door shut behind us. When it was just the three of us, Mrs Clayton turned to Lord Sterling with a stern expression.

      “Remember what we talked about, Rafe,” she said in an equally stern voice. I blinked in shock. Had I not witnessed it with my own eyes, I would never have imagined anyone would have the guts to address Lord Sterling by his first name and certainly not to speak to him like he was a naughty child.

      “Yes, okay, Mrs Clayton,” Lord Sterling replied in a resigned tone. “You don’t have to give me another lecture.”

      She gave a sharp nod, then her expression softened as she turned to me. “You can use the Art Room, Clara. Lord Sterling just wants a quick chat about Ozzie. Like we talked about, okay?”

      I nodded again, still not able to speak, and she sighed. “Right then. I’ll be back soon.” This was directed at Rafe and sounded very much like a warning. As she walked away down the corridor, I had the most ridiculous urge to shout after her to come back, which was cowardly in the extreme. I could do this. I could talk to a concerned father like a normal person.

      Couldn’t I?

      “Shall we?” Lord Sterling asked after a few moments of silence. Impatience was creeping into his tone now, and I realised that he didn’t actually know where the Art Room was. I needed to start being a functioning human and lead the way, so I nodded again and turned towards the right door, opening it up into the bright space. The Art Room was the best-lit room in the building, with lots of natural light pouring in from the double-aspect windows. I moved next to the teacher’s desk and then nearly jumped out of my skin at the sound of the door closing behind us. Not knowing whether to sit down, I just stood on the spot and fiddled with the sleeves of my jumper. I was looking down at the floor when the large feet, clad in expensive Italian leather shoes came into my eyeline. I jumped at that too.

      “Miss Clara,” Lord Sterling snapped, and my eyes flew to his for a brief moment before going back to the far safer territory of his tie. “Do you, by any chance, actually speak?”

      Oh dear. Clearly, I couldn’t talk to a concerned father like a normal person.

      I started nodding again but then closed my eyes in humiliation as I realised my mistake. Right, time to woman up. I cleared my throat in an attempt to loosen up my vocal cords. His expensive, manly smell was surrounding me now, his broad chest filling my entire line of sight.

      After swallowing twice, I managed a small, “Yes.” I meant to say it at a normal volume but it came out as a hoarse whisper.

      “Well, that is a relief,” he said with an edge to his voice, “I was beginning to become concerned.”

      “S-sorry,” I whispered.

      Apologising was a nervous habit for me, along with the stutter I developed when I was stressed.

      My brother Freddie’s voice filled my head then: “Every other fucking word out of your mouth is sorry, you useless bitch. Sorry this, sorry that. You’re fucking pathetic. I can’t believe I’m related to you.”

      I felt that heat in my neck creep up to my face. Great, now I was full-on blushing in front of this man. He made a muted sound of impatience, and his feet shifted slightly in front of me.

      “I’m not asking for an apology, Clara,” he said, his tone softening just slightly. He sighed. “Listen, I just want to discuss Ozzie. He talks about you all the time, and last week he told me you said that his brain works differently.”

      I nodded again. Ugh, Clara, get it together and actually form words, you numpty!

      “Ozzie’s brain does work differently,” I said after a long pause, relieved that I didn’t stutter and that, at least this time, my voice was just above a whisper. Lord Sterling crossed his arms over his broad chest, and I kept my eyes focused on his tie.

      “I would appreciate you not filling my child’s head with ideas without formally assessing him. Don’t you think you’re jumping the gun?”

      I shook my head, frowning at that. My need to communicate how important this was overriding some of my shyness. “N-n-no,” I said, annoyed by my bloody stutter but soldiering on. This was important for Ozzie and his father needed to understand it. “There shouldn’t be any waiting. It’s super important that Ozzie doesn’t fall behind anymore, or his confidence could be affected. I––”

      “Exactly what qualifications do you have to diagnose my son with dyslexia, Clara?”

      I glanced up at his face for a brief moment but instantly regretted it. He was staring down at me like I was a bug under the microscope that he was vaguely disgusted by. It took all my effort to stop myself from taking a large step back to put some distance between us.

      “I-I-I…” I closed my eyes in frustration and gritted my teeth. But he cut me off before I could speak again.

      “Because I have not been given a formal report or informed of any additional needs with Ozzie. If I’m honest, based on this conversation – if, in fact, you can call it that – I’m doubting you have it in you to teach full stop, let alone make complicated educational judgements with your limited experience. How old are you anyway? Nineteen?”

      Through the thick fog of anxiety, a sudden bolt of anger shot through me. You could criticise me for most other things – I was well aware of my abject failure in other areas – but there were no grounds to criticise the way I did my job. I was damn good at my job. Too many things had been taken away from me over the years, and this arrogant man, who thought he owned the school and everyone in it, wasn’t taking this as well. The anger somehow loosened the lump in my throat, and the vague ringing in my ears blocked out my anxious thoughts. When I spoke again, I didn’t stutter, and I did maintain eye contact.

      “I have a BSc in Chemistry, my PGCE and a Masters in Learning Difficulties. I have been teaching for four years, and I have never had any of my assessments questioned or reversed. Not that it’s any of your business, but I am not a teenager; I’m twenty-seven years old. When I started with Ozzie two months ago, he had behavioural issues at school, which largely stemmed from his frustration with his undiagnosed dyslexia. No, I have not given you a formal report yet. If you had waited another twenty-four hours, you could have had one. I don’t rush into these judgements as it is incredibly important to get it right. The reason I told Ozzie his brain works differently is because it does. He believed he was stupid which is absolutely unacceptable as he’s an exceptionally intelligent boy. I had to give him an explanation, and I’m not going to apologise for that.”
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            The mouse and the kitten

          

        

      

    

    
      Rafe

      She was angry. It was almost fascinating to watch. She’d gone from terrified mouse to bristling, hissing kitten in under a minute. To be honest, up until this point, I had wondered if she could string two words together.

      When I came into the classroom earlier, I had trouble believing that the Miss Clara I was presented with could possibly be the one that Ozzie raved about at home. Mouse-brown hair with a heavy fringe which she used to hide underneath, thick-rimmed glasses, small pale face, tiny frame swamped in an over-large jumper, worn trainers that had seen better days. I was shocked that Mrs Clayton allowed such a scruffy individual to work at the school. Then seeing her shuffle after me like she was being led to the gallows and shaking like a leaf in front of me once we were alone, avoiding eye contact and barely managing to get her words out, was all just plain ridiculous.

      Well, her chocolate-brown eyes were meeting mine now. For the first time, I could properly see her face and, with her delicate features flushed with anger, I realised that she was actually quite pretty. No, scrap that, with the thick dark lashes framing her eyes, her high cheekbones, lipstick-free light pink lips and delicate jawline set at a stubborn angle, she wasn’t just pretty – she was beautiful.

      “Ah, so you can speak,” I said as a slow smile spread across my face. “I haven’t been so thoroughly put in my place for a long while.”

      She blinked up at me a couple of times and swallowed nervously. I watched the angry flush on her cheeks fade until she was almost unnaturally pale. My smile dropped as the shutters came back over her beautiful eyes, and then I clenched my jaw in frustration when she broke eye contact to look back at my goddamn tie. For fuck’s sake.

      “S-sorry,” she whispered, back in mouse mode.

      “Apologising when it’s unwarranted is a very annoying habit,” I snapped. Maybe I could irritate her back into the defiant kitten again? I told myself it was because that version of Miss Clara was capable of communicating about my son, but, in reality, it had more to do with wanting to see her gorgeous features alive with anger again and not shuttered away.

      “I know,” she said quietly, looking past me towards the door, clearly counting down the seconds until she could get away, which pissed me off as well. The way she said I know didn’t sit right with me. It was with a strangely resigned tone that had an almost hopeless quality to it.

      My hand went up to squeeze the back of my neck – a habit I fell into when I was at a bit of a loss, which was rare. But then I noticed something. Little mouse’s gaze followed the path of my arm and then watched my chest expand as I moved. Two small flags of colour appeared high on her cheekbones, and she blinked twice. Maybe she was terrified of me, but that didn’t mean she was incapable of finding me attractive.

      Desire shot through me so strongly then that I had to shove the hand that wasn’t squeezing the back of my neck into my trouser pocket to stop myself reaching for her. I cleared my throat. I needed to get a hold of myself and sort this out. Ozzie was my priority now, and I was not in the habit of allowing my attraction to a woman influence any interaction I had with them.

      “Listen,” I said, then almost smiled again when her gaze snapped back to my tie. Little mouse had been too distracted to realise she was checking me out. Good. “I’m the one who should apologise.”

      That got her attention. She blinked in shock and then even managed a very brief bit of eye contact as she frowned up at me in confusion.

      “I’m sorry I questioned your teaching ability,” I explained. “But I needed to know what was going on. Like you say, Ozzie has struggled over the last few months. I want to make sure his teachers are getting it right this year, and I wasn’t convinced that telling him he’s different was going to be very helpful.”

      The mouse and the kitten were grappling for control now. That bit of defiance set her features again, and she met my eyes for a moment before focusing back on my tie.

      “It will help his confidence to know that his brain works differently.” She swallowed and squared her shoulders, clearly working up her courage again. “Different isn’t always bad. He needs to understand that, otherwise his confidence will sink even lower. Th-th-th…” She broke off and closed her eyes for a second before she continued. “The games we play and the aids I use at school are helping Ozzie. Have you noticed a difference at home? With his reading, I mean?”

      I rubbed my hand down my face before I spoke again. “Ozzie won’t read for me at home,” I said quietly. “I’ve tried everything, so has his nanny, but he just… won’t do it.”

      “Oh, I…” she broke off and bit her lip. “Well, is there anyone at home who…?” She closed her eyes again for a moment and shook her head. “Lord Sterling, is there anyone at home who might have been less than encouraging with him? Anyone who has maybe been somewhat… impatient with him when he’s reading?”

      I frowned. “Are you accusing me of lacking patience with my son, Clara?” My voice was low and threatening now. It was the same tone I used in court when defendants stepped out of line. Unfortunately, judging by the way Clara was now shaking like a leaf again in front of me, it may have been overkill in this situation.

      “N-n-no,” she stammered. Bloody hell, I’d brought the stammer back. “I-I didn’t necessarily mean you.” She swallowed nervously again. “There might be another caregiver who has maybe put him off. It’s not always deliberate. Sometimes people think dyslexics are being deliberately lazy or obtuse when they can’t see the words or understand how to process things.”

      I huffed. “I’ll talk to Ozzie,” I conceded. “But the nanny I employ is highly qualified, I assure you.”

      Clara made a humming noise, and I raised my eyebrows. “You have an opinion on Ozzie’s nanny?” I asked.

      “N-n-no, I––”

      The shrill noise of the school bell cut off whatever she’d been about to say, and Clara flinched before her shoulders sagged in relief.

      “I have to go,” she muttered then turned quickly on her heel and literally sprinted out of the room.

      Now, rightly or wrongly, with the way I looked, my bank account being the way it was and my reputation, it was incredibly rare for a woman to run in the other direction. I tilted my head to the side as I watched Clara disappear through the classroom door. And for the first time in my life, I had to resist the urge to chase after a woman.
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        * * *

      

      “Oz, you know how you’re not keen to read to me at home?”

      Ozzie stiffened in his position perched on a stool at the kitchen island. His hand, holding a cookie which was halfway to his mouth, froze.

      “Yeah,” he mumbled, lowering the cookie and frowning down at his plate.

      “Well, why do you think that is, buddy?” I asked gently. This was the first time we’d actually discussed this calmly without it being some sort of battle. Normally, I approached Oz with a book, told him we had to do his school reading, and he lost his shit. He’d shout at me that reading was stupid. It broke my heart, and I just didn’t know how to handle it properly.

      “Dunno,” he mumbled, pushing the cookies around on his plate now, having seemingly lost his appetite. I climbed onto the stool next to him and scrubbed my hand down my face, searching for the right words. Why the hell was this so hard when all day at work I managed complicated legal cases with complete verbal ease?

      “Was it something I said to you, Oz?” I asked, my heart in my throat. I knew I could be impatient and I had a bit of a temper, but I tried really hard to rein that in with my son. I had thought I’d done a pretty good job up until now. Ozzie only really ever saw me angry about his mum, and even then I made an effort to mask my frustration with her.

      I couldn’t remember upsetting him when we were reading; just one day, he came home and point-blank refused. Greta, his nanny, told me he wouldn’t read with her either. It was weird. It pained me to admit it, but I had to agree with Clara – something was off here.

      “Nope. Can I have a sleepover with⁠—?”

      “Oz, let’s stick with this for the moment, right? I need to get to the bottom of it. You’ve got to read at home as well, mate. If I’m doing something wrong, then⁠—”

      “I’m not stupid, okay?”

      I blinked in confusion. “Ozzie, I never said you were stupid. That’s the last thing you are. What’s going on?”

      “S’nothing,” he muttered, jumping off the chair. I stood to block his path before he could bolt.

      “Please, talk to me, Ozzie,” I pleaded. “I can’t help sort it if I don’t know what’s bothering you.” I crouched down so that I was eye level with him and put my hands on his small shoulders. “We’re a team, right? You and me: we’re the best team. Like The Octonauts, right?”

      He rolled his eyes. “Daddy, I’m not a baby. The Octonauts are lame.”

      I smiled. Ozzie still watched The Octonauts all the time, but whatever. “Okay, like The Avengers.” I softened my voice. “You’ve got to tell your team members what’s going on, right?”

      He blinked down at his feet, and then, to my shock, I saw a tear tracking down his cheek.

      “Hey,” I said gently, pulling him in for a hug. His little arms wrapped around my neck as his body shook with low sobs. I felt like my heart was breaking. “What’s all this now?”

      “I-I-I…” His breath was hitching too much between sobs to get his words out. I lifted him up in my arms and strode across to the sofa, sitting us down and then stroking his hair back so I could see his little red face.

      “Take a few slow breaths, Oz,” I said softly. “You can tell me in your own time, okay?”

      He looked up at me with his tear-filled eyes. “The thing is, Daddy, I know I actually am stupid. I know it.” There was a long pause, and I forced myself to wait for him to speak again. “I been told it.”

      Pure rage shot through me at that, but I tamped it down, making my voice even when I asked, “Ozzie, who told you that?”
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            Stick to the plan

          

        

      

    

    
      Clara

      I closed my eyes, trying to keep my breathing steady.

      “Zach, I’m not sure it’s the best idea for me to come round there again, love,” I said into the phone. My brother sniffled on the other end, a telltale sign that he was crying, not that he’d ever admit that to me. “It, um… it didn’t go very well last time. And Dad’s been on edge since Freddie was arrested. I think he might⁠—”

      “Please, Clara,” he begged quietly, and my chest felt like it was going to cave in on itself. “I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important, but I’ve got my mocks next week, and all my revision guides are totally fucked.”

      “Language, Zach.”

      “For fuck’s sake, Clara,” he snapped. “Who gives a fuck? The f-word is probably one of the first words we heard as babies.”

      “We don’t have to be like them, Zach,” I said fiercely. “You’re not like them. You never have been. Don’t start speaking like them either.”

      He sighed heavily. “Well, I’m going to end up like them if I can’t bloody revise.”

      “How about that subscription to the online learning platform I bought for you?”

      “I need the physical copies, Clara. You know I do. And I…” He cleared his throat. “Look, I know it’s a big ask, but I need you to come over and test me as well. If you could bring those flashcards with the questions on, that would really help. I can’t learn it all by myself. Not if I want to get a nine.”

      Zach was doing his GCSE mocks, and he was absolutely determined to do well. His driving desire was to become a vet. He loved animals to the very depths of his soul and had always wanted to look after them, even as a tiny child. He was kind, empathetic, gentle and studious – all qualities that were not held in very high regard within my family. Zach and I were oddballs as far as the Masons were concerned. Aberrations in the matrix, and they hated us for it. I’d felt horrendously guilty when I left home at eighteen. I’d never forget Zach’s heartbroken little face when I walked out of the house. I’d wanted to take him with me, but even if, as a broke student, I’d had the means to support him, our family would never have let him go.

      They were into possessions, you see, be that material goods, money or people. And they didn’t like having their possessions removed from their control. I’d always flown under the radar as a small child, largely avoiding my father and older brothers. My mother had checked out years before I was born, so she wasn’t much help. I fended for myself and then Zach after he came along when I was ten. I was always aware that my father and brothers didn’t like me and thought I was totally useless, but it was only when I began showing signs of breaking away from the family that things had escalated.

      But for now, I shoved all those memories down. If I had to go back to the house for Zach, now was not the time to relive all of that. His little face on the day I left swam into my consciousness again, and I sighed. Guilt would drive me back there again, just like it always did. And I would pay the price, just like I always did.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, I waited until Zach texted to say the coast was clear and that it was just him and Mum at home. It took Mum a good few minutes to answer the door when I knocked, which felt like an eternity as I glanced nervously up and down the road for any of my dad’s cronies who would report back to him. Everyone was terrified of Frank Mason. You couldn’t take a shit in this neighbourhood without it being reported back to him in full.

      “Oh, it’s you,” Mum said, her lifeless eyes giving me a once-over as she stepped back from the door.

      “Hi, Mum,” I said softly. “Can I come in? I’ve got some stuff for Zach.”

      She nodded vaguely as she drifted back in the direction of the kitchen, where she was likely nursing her fifth or sixth glass of wine. Life had beaten down Marie Mason so thoroughly that now she was really only a shell of a human being. From the age of seventeen, when my father knocked her up, she’d had her spirit slowly and relentlessly crushed. I sometimes saw a flash of resentment in her eyes when she looked at me, like she was jealous that I’d managed to make it out of that house and away from the family. But Marie knew as well as I did that you could never really escape the Masons. If my family wanted me to be somewhere or do something for them, they would be able to make me do it. I only had as much freedom as it suited them to grant me. If they wanted me on a shorter leash, they could make it happen. But for the moment, I was lucky that they had bigger fish to fry.

      I shook my head and turned to the stairs, taking them two at a time to get to Zach’s room at the top of the house. The house was large and had over four floors. Dad had decorated it in marble and gold, like the ostentatious new-money wanker that he was. It was cold and desolate, and I hated it. I rolled my eyes when Zach didn’t answer his door at my knock and pushed my way in. As expected, he was at his computer with his noise-cancelling headset on, talking to his mates as they marched around a virtual world together.

      “Hey, loser,” I said as I pulled one side of his headphones off his ear. He jumped, then grinned up at me, telling his friends he had to go before he leapt to his feet to give me a hug, which squashed the books and stacks of revision cards I had in my arms between us.

      “You came,” he said with relief onto the top of my head. Zach had long since passed my height. He was six-foot now to my measly five-foot-two, but still skinny and gangly, not being keen on the relentless gym routine that my scary older brothers kept up with. One of the books dropped to the floor between us, and we broke apart to pick it up.

      “Of course I came, you wally,” I said through my tight throat. That guilt swamped me again, but I pushed it down. “Don’t I always come when you ask?”

      His expression darkened as he helped me unload the books onto his desk. “It’s just…” he paused and swallowed, a flash of fear and apprehension in his expression, “After last time. After what happened, I…” he broke off, dumped the remaining books on his desk and then sat heavily on his bed. “Maybe I shouldn’t have asked you to come, Cla-Cla.”

      When Zach was a baby his Rs had been tricky. He’d always called me Cla-Cla and it stuck. There was a time when he started calling me mummy, probably because I was doing all the things you would expect a mummy to do. But I had to shut that down quickly. Mum hadn’t seemed to care, but it annoyed my dad, and anything that annoys Frank Mason is not a good idea. He was happy as long as his wife was immaculately turned out with a full face of make-up and perfect figure. He did not care if she was neglecting her children, but he certainly didn’t want other people to know that was the case. Hence we stuck to Cla-Cla.

      “Hey,” I said, sitting next to a dejected-looking Zach on the bed and laying my hand on his back to rub the small circles that always soothed him as a child. “Don’t you worry about that. You needed me and I’m here. Everything’s going to be fine. Okay?”

      “You were really hurt last time,” he whispered. Zach had always done that too. He’d always whispered when he talked about me “getting hurt”. One reason was likely because my dad didn’t like to overhear us talking about it, but the other was because I think Zach felt like if he said it out loud it made it more real. More scary.

      “Hey,” I said softly, laying my hand over his on his lap. “I’m fine now. And you’re going to kick butt in your mocks with all this junk I’ve bought you, so cheer up, geek-face.”

      Zach managed a small smile and turned his hand over to grip mine. “How’s work?” he asked and my smile dropped a little. He frowned in concern. “Shit, sorry, Cla-Cla. I thought talking about work would cheer you up. It always does, normally.”

      I shrugged. “It’s fine. It’s just there’s this dad…”

      I trailed off and felt some heat hit my cheeks. Zach squeezed my hand, and when I looked up at his face, his eyebrows were in his hairline. “You fancy a dad?”

      “W-what?” I pulled my hand from his and jumped to my feet. “No, of course not! Why would you even say that?”

      Zach grinned. “Er… maybe because you’re blushing like a tomato, and you wouldn’t look me in the eye when you mentioned him.”

      “Ugh, you’re ridiculous,” I snapped, putting my hands on my hips to glare at him. “I do not fancy this guy. He’s just a bleeding nuisance.”

      For the past week, since my meeting with Lord Sterling, he’d been trying to engineer another meeting with me, and I’d been trying to avoid him – which I’d managed to do on most days. Unfortunately, yesterday, I’d been late leaving and he’d cornered me in the corridor, looking absolutely bloody furious.

      “Miss Clara,” he’d said through gritted teeth, his big body blocking my way to the exit. “I have attempted to speak with you on a number of occasions regarding Ozzie.”

      “Hi, Miss Clara,” Ozzie said, giving me a small wave from where he stood next to his dad and a gap-toothed grin. “I told Daddy ’bout the new game and ’bout the reading level.”

      I smiled at him, relieved not to have to look up at his father. “That’s great, love. I hope you told your dad how fantastically you did today in the reading circle?”

      He nodded, completely oblivious to the waves of frustration coming off his father towards me.

      “Yes,” Lord Sterling snapped. “I understand Ozzie is doing brilliantly. I’m very proud of him.” He ruffled Ozzie’s hair and gave him one of those glorious knicker-melting smiles before looking back at me and letting it drop to a glare that made a shiver go down my spine. “And it would be even better if the teacher who he achieved these goals with would do me the courtesy of discussing them with me.”

      “I gave my report to Miss Summerfield and––”

      “I’m not talking about the fu—” he broke off and glanced down at his son, then back at me, taking a deep breath before he continued. “I’m not talking about the report. That was, of course, very comprehensive. I wanted to talk to you more about Ozzie and try to⁠—”

      “Rafe Sterling,” Mrs Clayton said in her firm, no-nonsense voice. “What are you doing here, young man?” God knows where the woman got her courage from. She was even shorter than I was. “You know you’re to pick up Ozzie at the gates. Meetings with teachers are by arrangement only.”

      “Mrs Clayton,” Lord Sterling said through gritted teeth, two flags of colour appearing high on his cheekbones, “that is what I’m trying to do. I need to speak to Miss Clara as a matter of urgency.”

      “You can talk to my secretary and⁠—”

      “I don’t want to talk to your bloody secretary!” he semi-shouted. “She’s standing right there, for God’s sake. I want to talk to Clara now.”

      “Daddy,” Ozzie said, his tone accusatory. “You gotta use your inside voice in the school. And you can’t say the Lord’s name in pain.”

      “That would be vain rather than pain, but otherwise quite right, Oscar,” Mrs Clayton said briskly. “Now, Rafe, listen to your son. I’ll set up something with Miss Summerfield.”

      “I don’t want to meet with Miss Summerfield. I––”

      “Off you go now,” Mrs Clayton cut him off, then proceeded to actually shoo him down the corridor. If I wasn’t so scared I would have burst out laughing at the ridiculous image of a well-over-six-foot peer of the realm being shooed out of the school like a misbehaving toddler.

      “Sorry, dear,” she said when she locked the doors after them. “He’s becoming a real nuisance. Don’t worry, I’ll speak to his mother. She’ll sort him out. I won’t have him harassing my staff members. Bloody cheek.”
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