[image: Cover]

Money Makes Everything Awkward

The Building · Part Six

ABDELFATTAH RAGAB


Impressum

© 2026 Abdelfattah Ragab

Alle Rechte vorbehalten.

Verantwortlich für Inhalt und Veröffentlichung:

Abdelfattah Ragab

c/o Autorenglück #81284

Albert-Einstein-Straße 47

02977 Hoyerswerda

Deutschland

E-Mail: books@abdelfattah-ragab.com

Herstellung:

epubli – ein Service der neopubli GmbH

Köpenicker Straße 154a

10997 Berlin

Deutschland

Kontaktadresse nach EU-Produktsicherheitsverordnung:

produktsicherheit@epubli.com

Copyright © 2026 Abdelfattah Ragab

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, stored, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying or recording, without prior written permission from the copyright holder, except for brief quotations used in reviews or criticism and other uses permitted by applicable copyright law.

KI-Hinweis: Der Text dieses Buches wurde mit Unterstützung von OpenAI ChatGPT erstellt.

AI disclosure: The text of this book was created with assistance from OpenAI ChatGPT.
Disclaimer

This is a work of fiction and comedy. The characters, events, businesses, organisations, and institutions depicted in this book are fictional or used fictitiously. Bracken House, Renshaw Property Holdings, Norchester, Kingsmead, Alder Street, and the other named organisations and places in the story are invented for the purposes of the novel. Any resemblance to actual persons, businesses, organisations, events, places, or situations is purely coincidental.

The situations in this book are created and simplified for fictional and comedic purposes. References to housing, property management, tenancy, legal, financial, medical, employment, education, business, or other professional matters should not be understood as accurate representations of practice in every jurisdiction or circumstance.

Nothing in this book constitutes legal, medical, financial, employment, educational, business, or other professional advice. Readers should seek appropriately qualified advice for real-world situations requiring it.
Chapter 51: Everybody Has a Number

Tamsin Wu had been earning her new salary for three days before she discovered that nobody was capable of hearing a number without immediately constructing a moral theory around it.

The number itself had not changed during those three days.

It had sat quietly in the offer letter, between pension details and a paragraph about hybrid working, behaving with a restraint not shared by any human being who learned it existed.

Tamsin was still serving her notice. She had not started the new job. She had not received a penny of the new salary. She had, in fact, spent most of Tuesday explaining to Marcus why the handover document had three different sections called Ownership because two different teams had each independently decided the word was self-explanatory.

At six twenty that evening she came into Leonie’s flat carrying takeaway noodles and found Leonie sitting cross-legged on the sofa with a legal pad balanced on one knee.

“That looks threatening,” Tamsin said.

“It’s work.”

“That confirms it.”

Leonie moved the pad aside.

“How bad was today?”

“Marcus asked whether a decision log could log the decision that nobody had decided who owns the decision log.”

Leonie considered this.

“Did it?”

“It does now.”

Tamsin put the noodles on the coffee table.

Leonie looked at the bag.

“You bought from Dragon Bowl.”

“Yes.”

“You hate Dragon Bowl.”

“I hate one specific thing they do with spring onions.”

“That is the basis on which most wars begin.”

“They are chopped too confidently.”

Leonie opened the cartons.

They ate for several minutes before Leonie said, “Have you told your mother yet?”

Tamsin stopped.

“About leaving?”

“About the new job.”

“She knows about the new job.”

“The salary.”

Tamsin pointed her fork at Leonie.

“You have become exactly the sort of person Part Five was trying to warn us about.”

“I asked one question.”

“It was a financial question.”

“That isn’t automatically indecent.”

“It is in England.”

Leonie smiled.

“How much is it?”

Tamsin stared at her.

Leonie raised both hands.

“Fine. Withdrawn.”

“No, it’s not that I mind you knowing.”

“You clearly mind.”

“I mind the moment after.”

“What moment?”

“The face.”

“What face?”

“The face people make when the number arrives.”

Leonie looked offended.

“I have an excellent face.”

“You have a barrister face. That is worse. Your face says, Interesting. I will now use this against the witness in forty minutes.”

“I don’t do that socially.”

“You absolutely do.”

Leonie tried to keep her face neutral.

Tamsin pointed.

“That. That face.”

“I haven’t heard the number.”

“You’re preparing for it.”

Leonie leaned back.

“Tell me or don’t.”

Tamsin named the salary.

Leonie’s eyebrows moved.

Tamsin slapped the sofa cushion.

“There.”

“What?”

“The eyebrows.”

“My eyebrows moved.”

“Exactly.”

“They are attached to my head.”

“What did the movement mean?”

Leonie opened her mouth.

Tamsin said, “Careful.”

“It meant that is a meaningful increase.”

“See?”

“That is arithmetic, not judgment.”

“It never stays arithmetic.”

Leonie looked at her for a moment.

Then she said, “Do you feel guilty about earning more?”

Tamsin groaned.

“There it is.”

“What?”

“The theory.”

“I asked if you feel guilty.”

“That is already assuming there is something available to feel guilty about.”

“You have spent twelve years designing systems. You are going to be paid more to do work closer to what you are good at and actually want to do. I am struggling to locate the scandal.”

“That is because you charge by the hour.”

“I knew this dinner would become abusive.”

Tamsin smiled despite herself.

Leonie ate another forkful.

“Who made it awkward?”

“My mother said, ‘That’s wonderful,’ then immediately asked whether I was still going to keep my current flat.”

“That is not necessarily about the money.”

“She has been recommending I move somewhere with a spare room for four years.”

“Then it is absolutely about the money.”

“Gabriel asked if I was now officially the rich sibling.”

“Musician.”

“Yes.”

“That is part of his professional vocabulary.”

“And Marcus said, very nicely, that the new company was ‘obviously prepared to pay market rate for specialist design capability,’ which somehow made me feel as though I had been stolen from a museum.”

Leonie nodded.

“And what do you think?”

“I think I wanted more money.”

“That seems legal.”

“I did. I wanted to stop being paid for one job while quietly doing bits of three others. I wanted the increase. I negotiated for it. I got it.”

“And?”

“And now saying that out loud sounds ugly.”

Leonie set down her fork.

“No. It sounds specific.”

Tamsin frowned.

“Specific is not the opposite of ugly.”

“No. But it helps.”

The doorbell rang.

Leonie looked toward the hall.

“If that is Maya, I am leaving the country.”

“It won’t be Maya.”

“I know. That was a joke.”

“I know.”

Leonie stood and went to answer it.

It was Miles.

He was holding a folder.

“Sorry,” he said. “I was looking for Tamsin.”

Tamsin called from the sofa, “That sentence never ends well when an accountant says it.”

Miles came in.

“I need five minutes.”

Leonie looked at Tamsin.

Tamsin looked at Leonie.

Together they said, “Quick question.”

Miles stopped.

“I don’t understand.”

“That is because you missed the Judith era,” Tamsin said.

“Judith is still alive.”

“The phrase has become historical.”

Miles held up the folder.

“Reuben asked me to look at something. He said you might know whether a service-design job with hybrid working commonly reimburses home equipment separately or expects salary to absorb it.”

Tamsin blinked.

“That is your five-minute question?”

“It was the only part I didn’t know.”

Leonie pointed at him.

“This is why accountants survive. They ask narrow questions.”

Miles sat on the armchair.

Tamsin answered.

“In my offer, basic equipment is supplied. Additional home-office costs have a separate policy. Why?”

Miles opened the folder.

“Reuben is trying to decide whether a business can afford to become larger.”

Leonie picked up her noodles.

“That sounds less narrow.”

“It is considerably less narrow.”

Tamsin looked interested despite herself.

“Harland?”

Miles nodded.

The acquisition had been hovering at the edge of Bracken House life for weeks, mostly through Reuben’s increasingly strange relationship with spreadsheets.

“Has he agreed it?” Tamsin asked.

“No.”

“Funding?”

“No.”

“Then why are we talking about home-office equipment?”

Miles looked at the folder.

“Because Moira has asked what happens if her admin role grows, Priya has asked what happens if she becomes responsible for scheduling across both operations, and Reuben has realised that every version of ‘we’ll sort that later’ is another person being asked to subsidise his growth.”

Leonie said, “That is inconveniently sensible.”

“Yes.”

Tamsin leaned back.

“And he asked you?”

“He asked me for numbers. I told him some of the questions are employment questions, some are operational questions, and at least one is probably ‘what sort of employer do you want to become?’”

Leonie smiled.

“Look at you refusing to solve people.”

Miles looked suspicious.

“I have always refused.”

Tamsin and Leonie looked at each other.

Miles said, “What?”

“Nothing.”

“Both your faces moved.”

Tamsin laughed.

By Thursday morning, Reuben had a table.

The table was not a spreadsheet table. It was his kitchen table, which was worse because spreadsheets could be closed.

Across it lay four piles of paper.

BUYING THE BUSINESS.

RUNNING THE BUSINESS.

PAYING PEOPLE.

MONEY I DO NOT CURRENTLY HAVE.

Jamie stood over the last pile.

“I dislike your filing system.”

“It is very honest.”

“It is aggressive.”

Reuben poured coffee.

Jamie picked up a page.

“You put my name under Money I Do Not Currently Have.”

“You are not money I currently have.”

“I’m your brother.”

“That would have been a disturbing childhood.”

Jamie ignored him.

“What is the actual gap?”

Reuben did not answer immediately.

That was enough to make Jamie stop smiling.

“Okay,” he said. “Actual question.”

Reuben sat.

The in-principle price for Harland Driver Training was no longer the largest number in the problem. It was simply the number that had been easiest to argue about because it came with a clear label.

There were legal fees.

Vehicle checks.

Insurance changes.

Working capital.

The prepaid lesson adjustment.

Software migration.

The possibility that one instructor stayed, another stayed only through transition, and a third future hire took time to find.

The fact that nobody could be paid with the sentence, It should get easier after the first six months.

Reuben explained.

Jamie listened.

When Reuben finished, Jamie said, “So how much do you need?”

“From you?”

“From anywhere.”

Reuben gave him the range.

Jamie whistled.

“That is not the response I was hoping for.”

“I was going to say it seems manageable.”

“You whistled first.”

“Manageable things can have whistles.”

Reuben pushed the papers into a neater line.

“The bank will lend some if the deal structure and accounts hold up. I can put in some myself without destroying my emergency savings. The question is the rest.”

Jamie sat opposite him.

“And I said I might invest.”

“You did.”

“I still might.”

“I know.”

“But?”

Reuben rubbed both hands over his face.

“But then you would own part of it.”

Jamie stared.

“That is generally what investment means.”

“I know what it means.”

“Do you?”

“Yes.”

“You’re saying it like I proposed owning part of your left leg.”

Reuben looked at him.

“That would be simpler. I rarely make business decisions with my left leg.”

Jamie leaned back.

“You don’t want me involved.”

“That isn’t what I said.”

“It is very close.”

“I want you involved as my brother.”

“That is the problem, apparently.”

Reuben sighed.

“No. The problem is that if you give me twenty thousand pounds, every disagreement after that has a receipt.”

Jamie’s expression changed.

Not hurt exactly.

More careful.

“That is a fairly miserable view of me.”

“It is a realistic view of money.”

“No. It is a view of us.”

Reuben said nothing.

Jamie stood.

“Right.”

“Jamie.”

“No, it’s fine.”

“It clearly isn’t.”

“I offered because I thought the business looked good and because I trust you.”

“And I appreciate that.”

“You appreciate it so much you’ve placed me under money you do not currently have.”

“That heading was not emotional.”

“It was in your handwriting.”

Jamie took his jacket from the chair.

Reuben said, “I’m not rejecting you.”

“You are rejecting money with my face attached to it.”

“That is exactly what makes it complicated.”

Jamie paused at the door.

“Yes,” he said. “It does.”

After he left, Reuben remained at the table with four piles of paper and the unpleasant discovery that financial caution could sound identical to personal rejection if delivered badly enough.

At nine fifteen, Moira Kemp arrived at the driving-school office holding a printed list.

Reuben looked at it.

“What is that?”

“My list of things I currently do for you without pretending they are a hobby.”

“That sentence has a dangerous beginning.”

“It has bullet points.”

“That confirms it.”

Moira sat.

She had worked with Reuben long enough to understand the exact moment when his enthusiasm began trying to recruit other people before his mouth did.

She placed the sheet between them.

“Current invoicing. Booking changes. Reminder calls when your system decides Tuesday is a personality rather than a date. Chasing two late payments. Filing. Basic reconciliation. You currently pay me for eight hours a week.”

“Yes.”

“If Harland happens, this becomes more.”

“Yes.”

“How much more?”

“I don’t know yet.”

“Good.”

Reuben blinked.

“That was not the answer I expected.”

“If you had said four hours, I would have known you were lying.”

“I wasn’t going to say four.”

“You were thinking six.”

Reuben looked away.

Moira smiled.

“You were.”

“I was thinking perhaps six at first.”

“Growth is adorable.”

“Moira.”

“I’m serious. People imagine the first thing a growing business needs is more customers. Usually it needs somebody to answer the phone while the owner is having a small nervous collapse in a car park.”

“I don’t have nervous collapses.”

“You call them route reviews.”

Reuben folded his arms.

“What do you want?”

Moira’s expression became professional.

“If the acquisition happens, I want the admin role priced as a real role. Not ‘can you help a bit more for a few months.’ Not ‘we’ll see how it goes.’ If you need twelve hours, pay twelve. If you need sixteen, decide whether that is still me or whether you need someone else. If there is more responsibility, decide what that is worth.”

Reuben nodded.

“Fair.”

“And if you cannot afford that, you cannot afford the larger business.”

He stopped nodding.

“That is less fair.”

“It is the same fair.”

She tapped the paper.

“You are not buying a logo and three cars. You are buying a collection of future Tuesdays.”

“That sounds terrible.”

“It is business.”

Reuben smiled despite himself.

Then Moira said, “Also, Priya wants to talk to you.”

“About expanded teaching?”

“About money.”

“Of course she does.”

“Welcome to growth.”

Priya arrived at lunchtime.

She did not bring a list.

That worried Reuben more.

“I heard Moira brought a list,” she said.

“She has betrayed confidentiality.”

“She told me she had a list. Not what was on it.”

“What do you want?”

Priya sat.

“Nothing yet.”

“That is worse.”

“I want to know what you are imagining.”

Reuben explained the possible shape if Harland went through: existing learners protected, Helen’s fixed days respected, Darren’s transition treated as conditional, Priya potentially taking a wider teaching and scheduling role if she wanted it.

Priya said, “There.”

“What?”

“You said wider role.”

“Yes.”

“What does wider pay?”

Reuben leaned back.

“You and Moira coordinated this.”

“We both understand numbers independently.”

“I haven’t designed the role yet.”

“Then don’t offer it yet.”

“I wasn’t.”

“You were almost offering it.”

“I was describing it.”

“You describe like a salesman when you are excited.”

“That is deeply offensive.”

“You teach driving for money.”

He conceded the point.

Priya rested her hands on the desk.

“I might want more responsibility. I might not. If I do, I want the money conversation before I start doing the work.”

“Agreed.”

“And I don’t want ‘opportunity’ used as a discount code.”

Reuben laughed.

“That sounds like something Tamsin would put on the noticeboard.”

“Please don’t.”

“No.”

Priya stood.

At the door she turned.

“Also, I think you should buy it.”

Reuben stared.

“That is very different from the first half of this conversation.”

“I can think the opportunity is good and still refuse to finance it with my own underpaid labour.”

She left.

Reuben wrote that sentence down.

Not because he planned to put it on the noticeboard.

Because he suspected he would need to read it again.

At Bracken House that evening, Layla was sitting on the lobby floor with three tool bags open around her.

Naveed stood over them.

“This one has better stitching.”

“It is also eighteen pounds more.”

“It will last longer.”

“You said the budget was sixty.”

“I said approximately sixty.”

Layla looked up.

“No. You said, and I quote, ‘You choose what goes in it. Total budget sixty pounds. I will not interfere unless you try to buy something dangerous or ridiculous.’”

Naveed frowned.

“I do not remember saying ridiculous.”

“I wrote it down.”

“Why?”

“Because I know you.”

Farah came through the main door carrying a paper pharmacy bag.

She stopped.

“What happened?”

“Budget corruption,” Layla said.

Naveed pointed at the tool bags.

“Quality assessment.”

Farah looked at him.

“You gave her a budget.”

“Yes.”

“And now she is staying inside it.”

“Yes.”

“And you are trying to increase it because you prefer a different bag.”

Naveed looked betrayed.

“You were not here.”

“I did not need to be.”

Layla held up the cheaper bag.

“This is fine. It has the separate bits. It fits the screwdriver set. Ruth said I do not need half the things Dad thinks I need because I am thirteen.”

Naveed said, “Ruth Fenwick is becoming a negative influence.”

“She stopped me buying a tiny socket set I would never use.”

“Exactly.”

Farah smiled.

“What is left in the budget?”

“Seven pounds forty.”

“After everything?”

Layla nodded.

Farah looked at Naveed.

“She has done better than you.”

“I am running a business.”

“That is not a denial.”

Layla put a small tape measure into the bag.

Naveed said, “You already have one.”

“That one is yours.”

“You use it.”

“It says ANSARI ELECTRICAL in permanent marker.”

“That creates brand recognition.”

“It creates theft allegations.”

Farah laughed.

Naveed crouched beside the bags.

“Fine. Your budget.”

Layla zipped the cheaper one.

“Thank you.”

Farah said, “I’ll pay half.”

Naveed and Layla both looked at her.

Farah frowned.

“What?”

Naveed said, “You don’t have to.”

“I know.”

“I was buying it.”

“I know.”

“It was my idea.”

“I know.”

Layla slowly lowered the bag.

Farah looked from one to the other.

“Oh, for goodness’ sake. I am not proposing a merger.”

Naveed said, “I didn’t say anything.”

“You made the money face.”

“What money face?”

“The one where you think accepting twenty-nine pounds eighty makes you less competent.”

“It does not.”

“Then accept it.”

Layla said, “Technically it is twenty-six pounds thirty if you mean half after the tape measure.”

Both adults turned to her.

She shrugged.

“You said money.”

Farah sat on the lobby bench.

“This is exactly why divorced people use shared calendars. So they can avoid standing in hallways negotiating twenty-six pounds thirty in front of a child who is better at arithmetic.”

“I am not a child,” Layla said automatically.

Both parents looked at her.

She added, “For this purpose.”

Naveed rubbed his jaw.

“Why do you want to pay half?”

Farah’s answer was immediate.

“Because she is our daughter.”

“That simple?”

“Yes.”

He nodded.

“All right.”

Farah blinked.

“That’s it?”

“What did you want?”

“I had prepared three further arguments.”

“You can save them.”

“I dislike waste.”

Layla picked up her new bag.

“Can the saved argument budget buy me magnetic trays?”

Naveed pointed toward the stairs.

“Go home.”

She went upstairs laughing.

Farah watched her go.

Then she said quietly, “You know accepting help is not the same as needing rescue.”

Naveed looked at her.

“I know.”

“You know things very well in theory.”

“So do you.”

“That is why divorce is expensive.”

He laughed once.

“Twenty-six pounds thirty.”

“Each.”

“Terrible.”

“Survive.”

The next morning, Reuben went to see Miles.

Miles’s office was not designed for emotional conversation.

This was one of the reasons Reuben had chosen it.

There were no soft chairs.

No plants large enough to hide behind.

No decorative signs about dreams.

There was a calculator.

Reuben sat opposite him.

“Jamie offered twenty.”

Miles looked at him.

“Thousand?”

“No. Pounds. This has all been a misunderstanding.”

Miles waited.

“Yes, thousand.”

“And?”

“I made it personal.”

“Investment from family is personal.”

“I made it more personal.”

“That is usually the problem.”

Reuben explained the kitchen conversation.

Miles listened without interrupting.

When Reuben finished, he said, “Do you want Jamie as an investor?”

“I don’t know.”

“That is different from not wanting him.”

“I know.”

“What are you afraid of?”

Reuben looked at the calculator.

“That if it goes badly, I lose money and change my relationship with my brother.”

“And if it goes well?”

“He owns part of something I run.”

Miles nodded.

“You say that as if ownership and work are the same thing.”

“They can become confused.”

“They can. So unconfuse them before money moves.”

Reuben looked at him.

“How?”

“Terms.”

“That is your answer to everything.”

“No. Sometimes my answer is tax.”

“Miles.”

Miles opened a blank page.

“If Jamie invests, decide what he is buying. Equity? Loan? Revenue share? Something else? Decide what rights come with it. Information rights. Voting rights. Exit. What happens if more capital is needed. What happens if you disagree. What happens if one of you wants out.”

“That sounds like planning a divorce before a wedding.”

Miles’s expression altered only slightly.

Reuben winced.

“Sorry.”

“No. It sounds like planning what happens if people remain human.”

Reuben sat back.

Miles continued.

“Bad agreements depend on everyone staying generous, healthy, solvent, patient and exactly the same forever. Good agreements assume people will occasionally be tired, frightened, annoyed or interested in different things.”

“That is bleak.”

“It is kind.”

Reuben looked at him.

Miles shrugged.

“It is kinder than making Jamie guess whether a disagreement is about twenty thousand pounds or the fact that you borrowed his bicycle in 1997 and returned it with one brake.”

Reuben stared.

“How do you know about that?”

“You told me during the Harland numbers.”

“I did not.”

“You did.”

“Why?”

“You were explaining trust.”

Reuben covered his face.

“I should not own a business.”

“Possibly. But not because of the bicycle.”

Miles slid the blank page toward him.

“Before you talk to Jamie again, write what you want from the money and what you do not want from the relationship.”

“That sounds like therapy with percentages.”

“Yes.”

By Saturday, Tamsin had discovered that salaries could make strangers intimate and friends theatrical.

Her mother had not asked the number again, but had sent a property listing for a flat with a second bedroom.

Gabriel had asked whether she would now pay for dinner “in proportion to gross household income,” despite not being a member of her household.

Marcus had made no further comment.

Leonie had apologised for her eyebrow.

Tamsin had refused the apology on the basis that no eyebrow should establish precedent.

Then the new employer sent the final onboarding pack.

She read it at the Copper Kettle while waiting for Gabriel.

Halfway down the compensation section, she stopped.

The salary was correct.

The pension was correct.

The start date was correct.

The bonus wording was not what she remembered.

Not wrong, exactly.

Different.

The recruiter had described a performance bonus as “typically up to eight percent depending on company and individual performance.” The written policy made clear that it was discretionary, non-contractual, and could be zero.

Tamsin read it twice.

Gabriel arrived carrying a keyboard stand he had bought second-hand from somebody named Ron.

“You look betrayed.”

“I am reading terms.”

“That is how terms look.”

She showed him.

He read carefully.

“So the salary hasn’t changed.”

“No.”

“The bonus was never guaranteed?”

“Apparently not.”

“But you thought it was more predictable.”

“Yes.”

Gabriel sat.

“Does that change your decision?”

“I don’t know.”

He waited.

Tamsin looked at him.

“You are not going to tell me?”

“You trained me.”

“Annoying.”

“Advice or listening?”

She smiled.

“Listening first.”

He nodded.

Tamsin talked.

Not because eight percent would decide her life.

Because she had negotiated the offer believing one thing about total compensation, and now the document required a more precise understanding.

Because she did not want to enter a new role by deciding that asking about money would make her look difficult.

Because part of her still thought wanting a better-paid job was acceptable only if she could prove the money was not a major reason.

Gabriel listened.

When she finished, he said, “Advice?”

“Yes.”

“Ask.”

“That is your advice?”

“Yes.”

“What if it makes me look fixated on money?”

“You are discussing salary with the people paying your salary.”

“That sounds suspiciously straightforward.”

“I teach eleven-year-olds piano. I have learned that most complicated things become less complicated if the person who knows the answer is asked the question.”

Tamsin emailed the recruiter.

She did not accuse.

She did not apologise.

She wrote that she wanted to confirm how the discretionary bonus operated in practice, because her interview understanding had been that it was commonly paid near target for solid performance, while the written policy correctly made no commitment. Could they clarify recent typical outcomes and whether the role had any first-year eligibility limits?

She sent it before she could improve it into weakness.

Then she looked at Gabriel.

“You really bought that?”

“Twenty-five pounds.”

“Was that good?”

“It was listed for forty.”

“Did you negotiate?”

“I said twenty-five.”

“And?”

“Ron said yes.”

“You didn’t start at twenty?”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because I wanted the stand, not victory.”

Tamsin stared at him.

“That may be the healthiest financial sentence anyone in this city has said.”

Ron had included two missing rubber feet in a sandwich bag.

Gabriel held them up.

“Also, customer service.”

On Sunday morning, Reuben met Jamie at the Copper Kettle.

He brought no folders.

Jamie noticed.

“You came unarmed.”

“I left the spreadsheet at home.”

“Are you ill?”

“I was told to separate the money question from the brother question.”

“By Miles?”

“Yes.”

“Of course.”

They ordered coffee.

Reuben said, “I handled Thursday badly.”

Jamie nodded.

“That is promising.”

“I am not rejecting you as an investor. I am also not accepting you as one.”

“Less promising.”

“I need to know what the business actually needs and what structure makes sense. If I borrow from the bank, that has one cost. If you invest, that has another cost.”

Jamie raised an eyebrow.

“Money?”

“Money, control, risk, family.”

“Right.”

“And if you put money in, I do not want us using brother language to avoid investor conversations.”

Jamie was quiet.

Reuben continued.

“I don’t want you saying, ‘Don’t worry about the paperwork, we’re family.’ I don’t
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