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PROLOGUE

Kriya

I knew I was in trouble the moment I opened my eyes. It was the morning of my first-ever training contract interview, and someone had started drilling in the road outside the window of my tiny student room.

I rolled over and grabbed my phone, panic rising in me. It was a full hour past the time I’d set my alarm to go off.

“Oh no no no no no!”

My big mistake had been spending all those hours the night before reading up on the firm I was interviewing with. Swithin Watkins was highly ranked in all the legal directories, a Times Top 50 employer for women, and one of the biggest law firms in the world, raking in over £2 billion in revenue the previous year.

It was also, according to several online forums for disaffected lawyers, “hell on earth,” “evil. fucking evil,” and “full of people I wouldn’t piss on if they were on fire.”

“Everyone who works there missed their vocation as a Spanish inquisitor circa the 1500s,” said one memorable comment.

After reading all of that, I hadn’t been able to fall asleep till two a.m., despite climbing into bed at 9:30 p.m. like an old person. Which was why I was now throwing on my clothes in mad haste, about to be late for the most important job interview of my life.

My phone pinged. I seized it as I raced around the flat, brushing my teeth. Tom had texted, like a good boyfriend:

Good luck today! You’ ll smash it xx

Which should have cheered me up. Except my best friend Zuri had texted ten minutes earlier:

Interview today right? Good luck!

Eh do you need your shoes

I froze.

I’d forgotten I’d lent my smart shoes to Zuri, to wear to her dissertation presentation the week before. The shoes were sensible low-heeled black pumps Amma had bought me from Bata, and I didn’t have anything else suitable to wear.

Unless I wore my party shoes. They were pointy-toed patent stiletto heels I’d bought mostly because it was nice to imagine myself as the kind of person who would wear stilettos. They made my toes go numb after two minutes, but I was going to be on the bus for most of the way anyway.

Except turned out the bus terminated two stops early. I found myself hurtling down Farringdon Road in those heels, dodging commuters, students, and the remains of someone’s kebab smeared over the pavement. I got to the firm with three minutes to spare.

I took a moment to catch my breath, staring up at the imposing grey office building. I straightened my blazer, exhaling. Then I took a step towards the building, caught that damned stiletto heel in a grate, and came crashing down on the steps leading up to the entrance.

As I was picking myself up, feeling like a bloody idiot, I heard someone clear their throat. Towering above me, outlined against the white English sky, was the most beautiful East Asian man I’d ever seen in my life.

Not beautiful like a kpop idol. More like an Asian American actor who starts out playing the scene-stealing comic relief in a quirky sitcom, then all of a sudden he’s a sex symbol and cast as the lead in the “this one’s for the Chinese market” instalment in a huge Hollywood franchise. He had designer stubble and a tiny mole under his right eye, and beautiful, glossy, thick black hair. He could have been in an advertisement for hair tonic.

“I’m fine,” I said, yearning for death.

I scrambled to my feet. Only then I realised he hadn’t asked.

He was cradling four bulging lever arch files in his arms. He squinted at me over them, as though I were a half-eaten pavement kebab he’d almost stepped in by accident.

“What are you doing here?” he said.

He had a British accent. When you’ve lived in the UK for a while, this stops being sexy, but because my life sucks, his was really sexy.

I flushed. Luckily no one can tell. “I, uh, I was invited to the assessment centre. For the, um, for a training contract? At the firm?”

It struck me that maybe he was looking at me like that because he didn’t expect someone like me to be interviewing for a training contract somewhere like Swithin Watkins. Probably I should have puffed up with defiance. Instead I felt even more like something nasty on the pavement you’d be annoyed about having to clean off your shoe.

“You’re in the wrong place.” He started going up the steps.

“Is this not Swithin Watkins?” I pointed at the sign next to the large glass doors. “It says ‘Swithin Watkins’ right there.”

“There are two buildings,” said the beautiful but unfriendly man, without pausing. “You want the one over there.” He jerked his head.

I looked across the street and saw another imposing building, this one sand-coloured, with a sign next to the glass revolving doors. That sign also said “Swithin Watkins.”

“Shit!”

I ended up being eight minutes late to the assessment centre. As I sidled in, the other candidates glanced at me before looking away quickly, as though worried the no-doubt terrible impression left by my unpunctuality might somehow rub off on them if they stared for too long.

We were in a light-filled meeting room on the fourteenth floor, with large windows looking out on the City of London. From where I was sitting, I could see the towers of Smithfield Market, with their green domes.

That wasn’t the only thing I saw. There were five other candidates waiting for the assessment centre to start—all women, but that was where any resemblance ended. Not only was I the sole candidate who wasn’t white, I was the only person who wasn’t blonde, or thin.

I was beginning to wonder if it had been a mistake to apply to the firm. And a mistake to study law. And a mistake to come to the UK in the first place. Maybe I should have stayed in Malaysia. At least I had the right to work in Malaysia.

I gazed out at the City skyline while the Graduate Recruitment lady droned on about their international secondments. It was hard not to yearn after all the jobs I could’ve gone for if not for needing a visa. Jobs that were meaningful, that weren’t simply about the preservation of wealth.

I could have joined a nonprofit, like the refugee rights organisation I’d interned with last summer. I could have applied to the Government Legal Department. I could have joined a normal law firm that helped actual people with their problems.

Those types of employers weren’t prepared to sponsor a visa, though. For that, you needed a big firm like Swithin Watkins, one that wouldn’t notice the cost.

Except it didn’t seem likely Swithin Watkins would be volunteering to sponsor me. There were two Hannahs in the cohort of candidates. That meant there were more Hannahs than nonwhite people of any background present.

I shrank into my chair. The memory of Beautiful East Asian Guy from earlier didn’t help. He was probably an aberration, the exception that proved the rule. And our encounter had hardly been one to boost my confidence. Remembering it made me want to wither up with sheer embarrassment.

At least I’d probably never see him again. Looking around me, I had a feeling the firm wouldn’t be taking me on.





Charles

Went to court today. Urgent application on the Oldham matter. Print Room came through with the bundles, but it was tight.

Counsel said to client in conference, “Of course it’s finely balanced.” Meaning, We’re going to lose. Client didn’t get it.

Told supervisor we should tell the client their case is weak: “That’s what they’re paying us for. To advise on the merits of the case.”

Jamie: “No. Clients pay us to tell them what they want to hear. Oldham went with us over Brown, Rosenburg and Cushway because we said we’d win the case for them.”

Jamie pointed out that by the time the court hands down its ruling, even if it goes against Oldham, the fees will have been paid. I said Oldham could sue us for negligence and claw the money back.

Jamie, unimpressed: “You never know what will happen in litigation anyway. The judge may decide in our favour. Who knows?”

That’s true. The rest, I disagree with. Jamie: “It’s not your job to disagree. Your job is bundling.”

Good thing about Jamie, you know where you stand with him. Good quality in a supervisor. Tact also a good quality, but can’t have everything.

Should have helped that girl when she fell on the steps. I could have put the files down. Didn’t think of it till later, when I was home having dinner with Loretta.

Loretta didn’t want to hear about Oldham: “There must be something going on in your life other than work, Charles.”

Couldn’t think of anything, so told her about girl on the steps. Didn’t say anything about girl’s looks, but Loretta immediately said: “You fancied her, didn’t you? That’s why you did the awkward turtle thing. Being rude to girls you like doesn’t work in real life, you know. You’re not Fitzwilliam Darcy.”

Made the mistake of saying: “What are you talking about?” She forced me to watch highlights video of BBC Pride and Prejudice. I begged off. Fourteen hours per day of staring at a computer at work more than enough screentime for me.

Loretta: “This is why you’re going to die alone. You’re Darcy without the pool scene.”

Didn’t know what she meant, but knew it was insulting.

Tact also a good quality to have in a cousin. Arguably more important in an in-house cousin than a supervisor. Loretta does not cook, do laundry, or pay market rent. While she cleans the flat sometimes, her standards for hygiene are significantly below what is pleasing. The least she could do is be nice to me. Jamie may not be nice, but at least he explains Part 36 offers.

I pointed this out to Loretta. Realised, since she’s not familiar with the Civil Procedure Rules, she wouldn’t know why Part 36 offers are so complex and why you’ve got to get them right. Started explaining the costs consequences.

Loretta said: “Oh my God, Charles.”

She’s not wrong. I am going to die alone.







CHAPTER
ONE


THIRTEEN YEARS LATER

Kriya

I paused outside the entrance to Swithin Watkins, gazing up at the building’s sandstone façade.

I was waiting for the traumatic flashback to hit. I hadn’t been here since the day I interviewed for a training contract, in the summer of my second year at university.

That had been more than a decade ago. I was coming to Swithin Watkins now as a senior lawyer, with a track record of court cases won; matters brought to a successful close; difficult clients wrangled into contentment. But the memory of that interview still made me cringe.

I took a deep breath as I stepped through the revolving door, stale apprehension shivering over my skin. Maybe I shouldn’t have followed Arthur here.

When my boss pulled me aside for a chat, a month ago, I didn’t think anything of it. Arthur and I spoke, on average, three to sixteen times a day. I assumed he wanted to talk about the class action we were defending for a car manufacturer, or the business development trip we were planning to Hong Kong.

Or it might just have been a check-in. Arthur was going through a divorce with his wife of twenty-five years and it was making him especially alive to the issue of workplace wellbeing. We’d had more pastoral chats in the past month than we’d had in the preceding eight years total.

“Kriya, I wanted to ask you something,” he said. He shut the door to his office and sat down.

He looked nervous, but that was part of Arthur’s vibe. He was lean, silver-haired, and high-strung, with piercing blue eyes and the kind of nose you’d find on a Roman coin. Trainees always had guilty crushes on him, until they started working with him.

“I’ve accepted an offer to join Swithin Watkins,” said Arthur. “And I’d like you to consider moving with me. It would be a step up in terms of pay. More importantly, it would be on the understanding that you’d be promoted to Of Counsel within the year.”

“Oh,” I said. I was so taken aback I felt winded.

I hadn’t been thinking about promotion. I knew I should—I’d made senior associate as early as the firm allowed, four years after qualifying, and I was now eight years out from qualification. I needed to start preparing for the next step, or be marked as lacking ambition. But my attention had been elsewhere for the past few months.

I’d gone too long without saying anything.

“What do you think?” said Arthur.

I didn’t know what I thought. For lack of anything better to say, I said, “You know I interviewed for a training contract at Swithin Watkins? I didn’t get an offer.”

“Their loss.” Arthur tried to smile, fidgeting with a pen. “Joining them as their top new senior associate would be the best revenge.”

His nervousness was starting to infect me. I pushed away the temptation to say yes just to calm him down.

“Can I think about it and come back to you?”

“Yes, of course,” said Arthur. “It’s a big decision. Take all the time you need.”

He leant back in his chair. “So what—I mean, do you have any questions? I don’t have details of the compensation package to hand, but I can dig them up. Give me a moment.”

He started scrabbling around in the chaos of papers on his desk.

“Your phone’s on top of that filing cabinet,” I said absently. “Can I ask . . .?”

Arthur sat up. “Yes, of course. Fire away.”

“Why move?”

It was the obvious question. Arthur was prepared for it.

“You know I have issues with some of the ways we work here. I want to do things differently, but there isn’t scope for that here. We’re losing clients to firms that are willing to be more innovative, more flexible. Swithin Watkins recognises how the market is changing. I’ll be able to be more entrepreneurial, tailor our offering to what clients are looking for. It’s a great opportunity. And,” said Arthur, “and I have to say, you know, I’ve been at this firm for more than fifteen years, and I’m ready for a change.”

I knew about Arthur’s frustrations with the firm—I’d heard most of this before, at one time or another. But I thought, of everything he’d said, the very last line was the truth.

“Are you planning on bringing anyone else over?”

Arthur shook his head. “We’ve got some great lawyers here. If they decide to apply to join us, I’ll be thrilled. But my move is already going to ruffle feathers. I’m picking my battles.” He fixed me with an intense blue stare. “You’re worth fighting for, Kriya.”

I squirmed. Post-divorce, Arthur was given to saying things like this—nothing you could call out as being inappropriate, but uncomfortable all the same. Maybe his therapist had told him he should express appreciation for the people in his life.

If so, I wished his therapist had clarified that I didn’t count as “people in his life.” The firm consumed enough of my life as it was. I was fully committed to compartmentalising my work and personal spheres. All I wanted from colleagues was for them to return the favour.

Arthur looked away.

“You have to decide if it’s the right choice for your career, of course,” he said.

So here I was now, back at Swithin Watkins. Funny how life worked.

My friends had doubts about the move. (“So because your boss is having a midlife crisis, you’ve got to uproot yourself?” said Zuri.) But it made sense. I’d worked almost exclusively with Arthur since qualifying into the Product Liability team at Brown, Rosenburg and Cushway. I didn’t have the same relationship with other partners in our department—they didn’t know and trust me the way Arthur did. And when he moved, he’d be taking his clients with him. If I stayed at my old firm, either I’d be fighting him for business or I’d have to find myself a new client base.

Whereas if I followed Arthur to Swithin Watkins, I got a pay rise and a guaranteed promotion, and I’d be well placed to make partner.

If I wanted to. I wasn’t sure I did. Arthur wasn’t exactly a great advertisement for the life of a City law firm partner. Sometimes, working with him, it was like there were three of us in the office: me, Arthur, and his divorce.

Hopefully the change would do us both good. Arthur wasn’t the only one reeling from a catastrophic breakup. It had been six months since Tom had broken up with me, and I still felt raw.

Waiting in the lobby of Swithin Watkins while a receptionist searched for my newly issued staff pass, I felt a glimmer of hope. This was what I’d been needing: a fresh start.

I’d been feeling stuck ever since Tom had flown off to California without me, for a dream job—and, it turned out, a dreamy coworker. In fact, if I was being totally honest with myself, I’d been feeling stuck even before Tom left. Maybe that was why he’d decided to blow up our relationship, after more than a decade together. He could see I wasn’t going anywhere he wanted to be.

Thinking about Tom made me too sad. It was easier to think about work. I had to go pick up my new laptop, and then I was headed for the sixth floor, where Swithin Watkins’ nascent Product Liability team was based.

Arthur had been pleased with himself for managing to secure me an office.

“They revamped the building a couple of years ago, it’s mostly open plan now,” he’d said. “Offices are like gold dust. You’ll be in with someone from their Commercial Litigation practice, they’ve got the desk by the window. But at least it’s an office.”

I hadn’t shared an office in a while. The junior associate I used to share with at my old firm had left to go in-house the year before, and the firm hadn’t got around to allocating her desk to someone new before my own departure. It would be nice to have company again, even if I was going to have the desk closest to the door, traditionally assigned to the less important occupant.

My new office was pretty similar to the one I’d had at my old firm. Against one wall, two large L-shaped desks faced each other, with matching monitors and docking stations tucked into the corner of each L. Filing cabinets and shelving ran along the opposite wall.

The window was behind my new roommate’s desk, so I had the better view. He was sat looking out on the corridor.

Though he was on a call when I walked in, his back turned to me. It was the back of someone who worked out, the shoulders broad under the crisp white shirt. The hair under the headset he was wearing was thick and dark.

I’d registered this much when he swivelled around in his chair, raising a hand in greeting.

Our eyes met.

The man across me was East Asian, with perfect skin and absurdly long eyelashes. He was wearing glasses with thick black rims, the kind a Hollywood starlet playing a nerd wears when the film’s pretending she’s ugly. The glasses obscured the tiny mole under his right eye, dropped by an overly generous god along the line of one high cheekbone. But I knew it was there.

My smile froze. He lowered his hand, giving me a look of unalloyed horror.

It was a look I was used to by now, after ten years’ worth of run-ins with Charles Goh.

I turned around and walked right back out.

Arthur had a spacious office to himself at the end of the corridor: lots of space, floor-to-ceiling windows. The light was nice, though the windows didn’t yield much of a view. Grey streets, office buildings, and people walking fast, with their coats buttoned up to their chins and Pret bags dangling from their hands. It had been chilly all the past week, even though it was early June.

Arthur had already put up a couple of family photos. I’d grown used to the one he used to have on his old noticeboard, featuring him, his now-ex-wife, Kelly, and the two kids bundled up and beaming, on a skiing holiday.

It took me a moment to realise what was different. The pictures he had up now were of the kids alone. Kelly was gone.

Arthur himself was looking cheerful, as though the move had already given him a new lease on life. It was all right for some.

“Morning,” he said. “Got your kit? How’s the office?”

“Er, yeah, about that,” I said. “Is the room allocation definitely fixed? Or is there any scope for flexibility, do you think?”

Arthur’s smile dimmed. “Is there a problem?”

I hesitated.

I could try explaining that Charles Goh and I were bound together by an evil fate, from our first encounter at this very firm. But Arthur would think I was nuts. He didn’t know what it was like to keep running into a hot lawyer employed by the firm that rejected you and have it be a disaster every single time.

It wouldn’t sound plausible. The City of London was actually pretty large. There was no reason I should have seen anything more of Charles Goh after that ill-fated assessment centre. We didn’t even do the same kind of law, apart from the fact that we were both litigators. Yet Charles had kept turning up, over the years.

(“He’s your good friend,” said Zuri.)

“He’s my bad luck charm,” I said. “He’s like the omen you see when something terrible is going to happen. Like flocks of birds flying backwards. Rains of frogs.”

“You won the case what,” said Zuri. “The one where he spilled his coffee on you at the big strategy meeting. Eh, and didn’t you win the other court application? That time you were late to court and had to run there with the files on a trolley and he was sitting up there with the judge, watching you, when you went in and rolled the trolley over the client’s foot.”

“That’s the claimant’s lawyer’s fault. If he didn’t leave his laptop cable trailing on the floor there, I wouldn’t have tripped over it, and the trolley wouldn’t have gone anywhere near the client.” I rubbed my face. “That kind of thing only happens when Charles Goh is around. Like I said, my bad luck charm.”

“Your good friend,” Zuri intoned. Which was how she and all our mutual friends had started calling him Kawan Baik.)

I said to Arthur now:

“The office is right by the kitchenette. It gets pretty noisy, with the coffee machine and people chatting. I don’t suppose there are any other offices going free?”

“They’re tight on office space here,” said Arthur. “Firm policy is to move towards open plan. No fixed desks for anyone, since everyone’s doing hybrid working. The room you’re in was only available because the other guy comes in five days a week. He managed to negotiate for his own office.”

“Five days a week?” I said faintly.

I’d been thinking that if I couldn’t switch offices, I’d aim to come in on Kawan Baik’s “work from home” days. At least I could minimise exposure to him that way.

Typical of Charles Goh. It was like he purposely wanted to thwart me at every turn.

“It doesn’t look too busy out there,” said Arthur, peering out of his office. “You could use one of the empty pods if you need to focus? Or a meeting room?”

“Yeah,” I said, without enthusiasm. “I could do that.”

Arthur ran his hand over his hair, looking harassed. His air of good cheer had vanished.

I felt bad. I knew intellectually I wasn’t responsible for Arthur’s feelings, but my job was about making him—and by proxy, our clients—happy. The instinct was ingrained in me by now. Besides, there was no denying my life was easier when Arthur was in a good mood.

“I can’t promise anything,” he said, “but I’ll speak to Farah.”

Farah was the group managing partner. I’d only met her once—a British Asian woman with a cut-glass accent, silvering hair, and a mind like a steel trap. I didn’t want her to know me as the new joiner who was complaining about having to hear people talk in the office.

“It’s fine,” I said. “I wanted to know what the options were. But it doesn’t sound like it would be straightforward to relocate me.”

“No,” agreed Arthur. “Sorry. I can talk to Farah if you want, but I doubt she’ll be able to do anything . . . No? If you’re sure.” He settled back, looking relieved. “Anything else I can do for you?”

I shook my head, suppressing a sigh. It had always been a long shot. Arthur never really helped solve my problems. That wasn’t what our relationship was about. “I’ll let you get on with your day.”

“Wait,” said Arthur. “Since you’re here—you’ve met our PA, right? Victoria’s very nice, she sits in the pod down by the lifts. Can you talk to her about sorting our travel to Hong Kong for the conference?”

I stared. “What conference?”

“The one we’re speaking at,” said Arthur. “I’m going to ring the clients we were going to see, set up some meetings.”

I opened my mouth before closing it again.

We’d liaised closely with our old firm’s Hong Kong office when making our original arrangements to travel out there. It was our Hong Kong colleagues who’d helped set up most of the planned meetings with clients. I had been the one who’d had to email them to explain about us moving to Swithin Watkins and apologise for pulling out.

Arthur had been cc’d on the emails. He hadn’t said a word to indicate the trip was still on.

“I didn’t think we were going anymore,” I said. I’d planned to travel on from Hong Kong to Malaysia to visit my parents, but when I’d given notice at the old job, I’d postponed my flight to Malaysia and resigned myself to eating the associated charges.

“Yeah, I assumed we’d be calling it off. But when I mentioned our move to the chair of the conference, he said we could keep our speaking slots. They’ll update our bios. I think it’s a good idea. We need to get out there, let clients know where to find us.”

I took a deep breath. “Were you thinking of a similar agenda? Will we be delivering training for clients?”

Arthur nodded. “We’ve got to set out our stall. It’s an opportunity to show what we’ve got to offer. All the preparation’s been done, it’d be a shame not to use it.”

That was true. Except that the slides and speaking notes I’d spent weeks preparing had been left behind at our old firm.

“I don’t have access to the materials anymore,” I said hollowly. “If I’d known we were still going . . .”

Arthur had to be aware of the abyss that had opened in my soul, but he was dealing with this in a typically Arthur way, pretending he hadn’t noticed the shimmering waves of rage rolling off me.

“Those materials belong to BRC anyway,” he said. “But we should be able to reconstruct the contents pretty easily, I would have thought. I’ll have a word with Farah about getting a trainee to help. We’ve got plenty of time. The conference is two weeks away. All right?”

He met my eyes, expectant.

It is not fucking all right, Arthur, what the fuck? Could you not have told me, oh I don’t know, any time within the past four weeks? Did you have to land this on me on my first day at a new firm?

I swallowed that answer down.

It wasn’t that bad, I told myself. Arthur was right: I should be able to re-create the slides from memory. The next two weeks should be quiet. Some of our long-standing clients had indicated they’d follow Arthur over to Swithin Watkins, but with a couple of exceptions, we weren’t bringing over any active matters.

It wasn’t that there wasn’t enough time to prepare. It was the waste of all the preparation I’d done already that hurt.

At least I should get a trip to see my parents out of this. I’d have to see if I could book annual leave and reschedule the flight to Malaysia again.

“Sure,” I said. “We’ll make it work.”

“Great,” said Arthur, his eyes already drifting back to his inbox. “You’re a star.”






CHAPTER
TWO


Charles

Came into the office early before my nine a.m. client call, so I could look over the file. Anne-Laure was travelling, so we were doing an old-fashioned phone call.

Should have been straightforward. She didn’t want anything complicated, just an update on the lawsuit against them, so she could brief her CEO. I explained we were awaiting the claimant’s reply to our last letter.

Anne-Laure: “Why the delay on their end?”

Didn’t say, I don’t know, I don’t have a psychic bond with the claimant that tells me what they’re thinking, despite the temptation. “They could be instructing external lawyers. We’ve been dealing with their in-house counsel so far.”

Anne-Laure, hopefully: “Maybe they’re planning not to progress the case? I have never found the claim convincing. How can we be responsible for their future profits? They have no way of knowing they would have earned all that money.”

Always amazes me how clients sign contracts promising to take responsibility for all sorts of things, and then are surprised when they’re held to it.

CG: “Unfortunately the contract is explicit that the claimant is entitled to loss of profits. And it’s not a matter of dispute that you failed to meet the SLAs. We haven’t seen their evidence on quantum yet, but from what they’ve said, £1 million doesn’t seem an unrealistic estimate of their losses—”

Anne-Laure: “Oh shit!”

CG, taken aback: “Anne-Laure?” No response. “I think there’s a problem with the line. Can you hear me?”

Line crackled. Removed the receiver from my ear to inspect it. Was wondering if I should end the call and try ringing again, when I heard a noise at the door. Looked up and saw Kriya Rajasekar.

Her hair had grown out since the last time I saw her. (When was the last time? Conference where she gave that talk on privilege, must be.) Her curls were halfway down her back now. Big gold hoops in her ears, tiny gold stud in her nose. She was wearing a black dress, long-sleeved and high-necked.

And fitted. Very fitted. Kriya had a lot to fit. In a good way.

Averted my gaze, hoping she hadn’t caught me looking. Not appropriate to stare at a professional contact—competitor, in fact. But what was a competitor doing in my office?

My eyes, searching for somewhere safe to land, alighted upon my computer screen. There was a new email from my PA, sent at nine a.m. sharp. Subject line:

Don’t forget your new office mate Kriya is starting today! :)

Gaped at screen.

I’d known I was going to have to start sharing my office. It had been framed as a request, but saying no had not been an option. (Checked with Farah, thinking she might have leverage as group manager. She said: “Thank your stars you’ve got an office at all, Charles. I practically had to threaten to go on strike to get it signed off. You don’t want to risk reminding Facilities and HR they made a concession. They’d be all too happy to walk it back.”)

No one had told me who was going to be sharing my office, though. I knew they were coming over with the Product Liability partner we’d poached from Brown, Rosenburg and Cushway. But I hadn’t bothered asking their name. Hadn’t thought it would make a difference.

Kriya looked at me, then went away.

Anne-Laure’s voice said, from the phone: “Hello? Are you there?”

CG, after a pause: “Yes. I’m here. You cut out for a moment.”

Anne-Laure: “Yes, sorry, it was not the line. There was a little bit of an incident. I was driving, and when you said we might have to pay £1 million . . . however, it is all fine. Nothing is damaged, and I have pulled over. Did you say they are suing us for £1 million? The contract says they are entitled to the money?”

Managed to complete the call without making Anne-Laure drive into a tree (again). Only casualty was my ego. This is what Farah means when she says I must improve my bedside manner with clients.

Kriya nowhere to be seen. She’d taken her things with her, instead of leaving them at the desk opposite me. Maybe she wasn’t going to be sharing my office after all, notwithstanding PA’s email. But it wasn’t like my PA to get something like that wrong.

Found myself wishing Loretta had been there to interpret Kriya’s reaction upon seeing me. Loretta also not great at bedside manner—must be genetic—but you can trust her to be forthright. Told her once, after that conference where I last saw Kriya:

“I think Kriya Rajasekar doesn’t like me.”

Hoping for reassurance: You must be imagining it, you barely know each other, etc.

Loretta: “You did correct her mistake. In the middle of her talk, in front of everybody.”

CG: “She mixed up the case names. It was nothing personal. Probably a trainee put the slides together. Though she should have checked.”

Loretta: “Nobody asked you to raise your hand while she was speaking and tell the whole audience. You could have mentioned it after she was done, one-on-one.”

CG: “But then the audience might not have caught the error.”

Loretta: “Well, there you have it. You were devoted to the truth, so that’s what you get. If you were devoted to getting Hot Lawyer Who Hates You to like you, you should have made a different choice.”

Loretta is a five on the Kinsey scale, or a two, or whatever number means she is primarily attracted to women but would make an exception for Gong Yoo. She stalked Kriya online early on in our acquaintance, and again whenever I happened to run into Kriya over the years. She found Kriya’s Instagram account a few years back and made inappropriate noises, disgusting to hear from a cousin. (Loretta: “You have good taste, Charles, but no game. That is your tragedy.”)

CG: “You think she does dislike me, then?”

Loretta: “Biu Gor”—only calls me this when she’s taking the piss—“I have never met this woman in my life. I have no idea what she thinks of you.”

Suspected I didn’t need her insight just then, anyway. Kriya hadn’t exactly looked delighted. She probably could have competed with Anne-Laure in a Most Horrified Expression contest.

Leaned back in my chair, pinching the bridge of my nose.

Luckily (or not), I didn’t have the chance to brood, because Ma rang. Told her I was at work.

Ma: “You’re always at work. If I don’t call because you’re at work, I’ll never get to speak to my son.”

Could see her point. “OK, but I’ve got a meeting in an hour’s time. What’s up?”

She hesitated. Showed she felt some shame, at least. “I’ve been talking to Ba.”

Head started throbbing. Took off my glasses so I could massage my temples.

CG: “Why are you talking to Ba? I told you to block him.”

Ma: “I don’t know how to block him.” (Keeps refusing my offers to walk her through it.) “Anyway, he’s your father.”

CG: “Let me deal with him, then. The whole point of divorcing him was so you don’t have to worry about him anymore.”

Drives me round the bend. They split almost twenty years ago. Ba didn’t worry about Ma when he cut and ran, leaving her with a mountain of debt and a son to raise on her own. He fucked her over and all she says is, I only had one husband. It’s not so easy to stop worrying.

Ma: “He’s having problems with his business.”

I was going to need fresh air for this conversation. Told Ma to hold on and grabbed my coat.

Went down via the stairs to the back entrance, opening on an alley. Smelled of cigarette smoke and piss as usual. Importantly, nobody there. Kicked a couple of cigarette butts away and leaned against the cold wall after checking it was free of pigeon shit.

CG: “Which business is this?” Ba always has some “business” cooking. “The instant coffee thing? Or is it some new wheeze?”

Ma: “No, but this was very promising. You know gwaat saa? ‘Gua sha’ in Mandarin. You can use it to scrape the face, the body, a lot of benefits. My friend had neck pain and the doctors only told her to take painkillers. She used gwaat saa, no more pain. Now it’s becoming popular among the gwai lo, they’re putting it on their TikTok. You haven’t seen the videos? A lot on my phone.”

Put Ma on speaker and Googled while she was talking. Gua sha are f lat stones you rub on yourself. Said to cure everything from acne to liver inflammation. Load of bollocks, obviously.

CG: “Don’t people say ‘gwaat saa’ to mean ‘can’t make money’?”

If we’d been talking about anyone else, I might have suggested he should “gwaat lung.” Get rich doing something shady. Except Ba’s tried that. No one wants him going down that road again.

Thing is, Ba’s probably not wrong there’s money in gua sha. Ba being Ba, he’s not going to be the one to make it.

CG: “Has Ba ever thought about just getting a normal job?”

Ma: “He set up the company already. A big Western company ordered a lot of units. But there was some issue—I’m not sure what happened—Ba said somebody bad-mouthed him to the company—anyway, the buyer pulled out. But Ba already confirmed the order with the factory. Now the factory is saying they will sue him if he doesn’t pay. He’s at his wits’ end. You know, the oldest girl, what’s her name—”

CG: “Teodora.”

Ma: “She’ll be finishing secondary school soon. How is he going to manage her education? He says she wants to study art. Art!”

CG: “Teo’s interested in animation. She’s looking at universities in the Philippines. I’ll sort Teo, don’t worry—”

Ma: “But it’s not only her. It’s everything. Ba’s had such bad luck, these past few years. He’s thinking of borrowing from loan sharks. If he does that and they come after him because he cannot pay, what is going to happen to Iza and the children?”

CG: “He’s the one who decided to marry Iza and have another family. How is it your problem?”

Ma: “You always say this is not my problem. How can I not think about them? I know how Iza feels. And she has three children. I only had one, and you were so good, you didn’t cause me any trouble.”

Ma always knows where to stick the pins in. Felt guilty for being exasperated, which made me even more exasperated. Why is she like this? I’ve got nothing against Iza and I get along with the kids, but they’re my half-siblings. Ma doesn’t have to give a shit about them.

After what happened last time, I swore I was going to push back with Ba. Loretta says if I let him fend for himself, he might learn his lesson and stop sinking funds he doesn’t have in pie-in-the-sky ventures.

But I’ve seen what happens when Ba fends for himself. If he didn’t learn from three years in jail, what’s me cutting him off going to do?

Ma: “We can’t punish the children because Ba is not practical.”

Maybe if she got a dog, she’d have less time for Ba. Opened inbox on phone, tapped out MA DOG? and emailed it to myself.

CG: “How much is he in the hole for?”

She told me.

Took me a moment to find my voice. “But that’s fifty thousand pounds.”

Ma, tragically: “Now you see.”

CG: “How do you spend that much on stones?! What are they made of, pure gold?”

Ma: “For the best ones, must be jade. Not cheap.”

CG: “No kidding!”

Ma: “It wasn’t just buying the gwaat saa. He invested in a website, hired a designer. Shopping is all online now, so that’s very important. He hired some young people to advertise the product on their Facebook—”

CG: “Oh my God!”

Ma: “That’s not even everything. If you knew it all, you would be so stressed. I knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep tonight, after talking to Ba. That’s why I called you.”

CG: “Right. OK. I’ll handle it. All right? There’s no need to worry about it.”

Ma: “But can you manage? It’s so much money.”

CG: “If I said I can cover it, I can cover it. What’s the point of doing this job if I can’t afford to fund whatever idiotic getrich-quick scheme Ba comes up with?”

Ma: “You sound stressed out. Are you stressed out? I think you work too hard.”

No arguing with that. What does Ma want me to do? I could quit my job and go mountaineering in the Andes, but then what would happen to her and Ba and Iza and the kids?

CG: “I’m fine. But can you do one thing for me?”

Ma: “What?”

CG: “Go and find . . .” Wasn’t sure who to suggest, then remembered Loretta’s younger brother was home on a “gap year,” i.e., skiving and leeching off his parents. “Go and find Freeman—”

Ma: “Why Freeman?”

CG: “He plays so many video games, he should be good at tech. Get him to block Ba’s number on your phone. OK? It’s my birthday in five months’ time, it can be your present to me. Bye, Ma.”

Went back up the stairs to sixth floor. Felt like I was dragging a boulder behind me, weighing down every step.

I could come up with fifty grand. Would blow a hole in my savings, such as they are. Cleaned them out when I bought the flat from the landlord a few years ago, even with the massive mortgage I took out. Could have got somewhere cheaper if I’d moved farther out, but I was used to the flat by then—had been renting it for years.

Throat felt tight. Felt like I’d been running all my life and looked up to find myself in the same bloody place. No progress, no possibility of change. Just me doing the same thing over and over again, hoping for a different outcome each time.

Feeling was familiar. Get it whenever I have to deal with Ba.

He doesn’t contact me directly, even though I don’t have him blocked. He spends all day long online, gambling and getting scammed by dodgy Facebook accounts with profile photos of attractive young women. He could WhatsApp me, email, whatever. But he’s never the one to break the news about his latest crisis. Last time, it was Iza.

She didn’t ask for money. They don’t have to. They know I’ll understand why they’ve got in touch.

Good old Charles. Reliable as the Bank of England.

Relief to get back to my desk, to the deluge of new emails in my inbox. Anne-Laure wanted a note on why I thought the claimant was entitled to £1 million in damages. Already did this for them—twenty-seven pages of closely argued analysis—but she wanted a two-hundred-word summary she could ping on to the Board.

And there were directions from the court on the DLP case, setting dates for the hearing. Farah had forwarded a request from the client for an urgent meeting to discuss next steps.

It was looking like I’d be staying late at the office. Needed to text Loretta, or she’d wait for me to have dinner and probably forget to eat.

Fumbled on desk for my phone. A noise from the other side of the room made me look up.

The noise was the chair at the desk opposite me creaking. Because Kriya was sitting in it.

She must have been there when I came back from my call with Ma. And I hadn’t acknowledged her.

It had been at least ten minutes since I’d got back. We’d been sitting in silence the whole time.

If Kriya hadn’t disliked me before, she definitely disliked me now. Even I knew blanking people was commonly considered impolite. You were supposed to say hi to them. Especially if they were your new colleague you were sharing an office with.

But it would be weird to greet her now. Too late. Wasn’t it?

Sneaked a glance across the room. Kriya was staring at her screen. Maybe she hadn’t noticed?






CHAPTER
THREE


Kriya

Charles wasn’t at his desk when I got back to what, like it or not, was now my office.

I could hot desk in the open plan area, as Arthur had suggested, but then I wouldn’t have such luxuries as shelves for my client files, or a permanent noticeboard, or a drawer to keep spare pens and Post-it notes in. Even sharing with Kawan Baik was better than that.

I sighed, slung my coat over the back of my chair, put down my bag, and plugged in my new laptop. The computer was booting up when I heard a step behind me.

Charles stalked past and sat down at his desk. He did not say hello, or look at me. I might as well not have been there.

To be fair, I hadn’t said hello to him either, when I’d come by earlier. But he’d been in the middle of a call. If you thought about it, it had been more polite not to interrupt him.

In any case, we were colleagues now, and we were going to be sharing an office. I had to put this weird whatever you wanted to call it—antipathy, tension, evil fate binding us together—behind me. Forget the fact that something bad happened every time I bumped into Charles Goh, whether it was me bombing my training contract interview, screwing up my conference talk, or dousing my firm-provided laptop with sparkling water. (This last had happened at the joint strategy meeting we’d attended as junior lawyers, moments before Kawan Baik had chucked his coffee over my lap, supposedly by accident.)

I had to let it go. I was never going to be good friends with Charles Goh, notwithstanding my nickname for him. But there was no reason why we couldn’t have a civil working relationship.

I was opening my mouth to say something friendly when I caught Charles sneaking a look at me out of the corner of his eye.

What was that about? I’d thought he hadn’t noticed me and that was why he hadn’t said anything on coming into the office. But had he blanked me on purpose? Was that why he was checking for my reaction now? Was this all some kind of mind game?

If that was the case, Charles was about to find out it wasn’t easy to intimidate Kriya Rajasekar. Growing up in Ipoh had given me a working understanding of spoken Cantonese, a reliable craving for mooncakes at Mid-Autumn and tang yuan at Winter Solstice, and a skin thicker than a rhinoceros hide. A light spot of workplace bullying was nothing compared to the crap I’d got back at primary school, as a chubby, dark-skinned Indian girl.

I said, “I don’t know if you remember me. My name’s Kriya.” I smiled, bright and steely. “We worked together on the sugar labelling JR?”

That was the case for which we’d had the strategy meeting years ago, where I had ruined my firm laptop and Charles had ruined my dress. I’d been an NQ: newly qualified as a solicitor, overawed by the fact I was being allowed to talk to clients in my first two weeks on the job.

Charles had qualified a couple of years earlier than me, according to his LinkedIn, so the meeting was probably less significant to him. It was entirely possible he had no memory of it, or me.

Charles twitched like he’d been zapped by static. “Yes. I know.”

I let a few seconds pass, but that seemed to be all he had to say.

I said, determinedly normal, “You guys were acting for G&O, right? Do you still do work for them?”

“I believe the Food Law team do,” said Charles. “It was Mackintosh Cereals who were your client.”

I wasn’t sure if that was meant to be a question. “Yes?”

His eyes flicked to me and back to his monitor. I could practically hear his mind whirring.

Was Charles Goh actually a robot? It would explain a lot about his approach to social interactions.

“I’m sorry about the coffee,” he said stiffly. “I spilled some on you at the first meeting. You might not remember.”

“I remember,” I said.

Silence descended.

Charles broke it. “Hopefully that wasn’t the reason why you stopped appearing at the strategy meetings.”

Was that a joke? Who knew Kawan Baik had a sense of humour?

“Oh no,” I said. “The client decided they didn’t want to pay for me to attend the meetings. I was on the case all the way through, though. For all the good it did Mackintosh.”

I could joke about it, because we’d won the case. The court had struck down the regulations our clients had challenged. Unfortunately, judicial reviews being what they were, the government had simply turned around, tweaked the regulations to nullify any further challenge, and passed them regardless.

“Bought them time,” said Charles.

For a while, neither of us said anything. Charles tapped away at his keyboard, his forehead furrowed in concentration. I set up my Westlaw login, following the instructions from IT. I was going to need it to re-create the slides for the client training sessions I’d be helping to deliver in Hong Kong in two weeks’ time.

I jumped when Charles spoke.

“It was a good witness statement,” he said.

“What?”

“The one Mackintosh filed in the JR,” said Charles. “It was well drafted.”

“I drafted that! My first ever witness statement.” I grinned. “I’m surprised you remember it. It’s been, what, eight years?”

“The judge quoted it extensively in her judgment,” said Charles, and after that he said nothing more.
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