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			For my mother, the main reason I’m not squeamish

		
	
		
			ONE

			There’s a particular knack to jointing a chicken carcass. The chefs on TV make it look so easy, but if you don’t know what you’re doing, it’s pretty easy to fuck up.

			Thankfully, Renee Landis knows exactly what she’s doing, given how many chickens she’s dismembered in this job already. She plucks one from the bucket and slaps it onto the table. The slick flesh wobbles as she digs her fingers into its sides, feeling for where the rubbery cartilage meets bone. It only takes a couple of seconds; there’s not much variation in chicken anatomy. She slices through the joint as easily as through butter. Behind her, someone turns on the radio.

			Pop. First leg out.

			‘Today, on the first anniversary of the disappearance of Frank Mercer, his wife makes a fresh appeal for any witnesses or sightings that may uncover the truth of what happened to the television presenter. Frank Mercer, best known for his role in the BBC show I Wouldn’t Want to Eat That, vanished after accusations of improper conduct against contestants – allegations that were later confirmed when chef Bethany Jacobs called for his resignation after he referred to her as a “stupid woman” and told her she “needed to go back where she came from”.’

			Clack. Second leg comes loose.

			‘Many, including both his ex-wives and three of his five children, believe Mercer – who would be fifty-nine now – is most likely dead. His first wife, Elena, said that he “hated being questioned”, and would “never take responsibility for his own poor conduct”, while “expecting others to fall over backwards for him”.’

			Renee’s about to disjoint the wings when she notices three white stalks protruding from the raw flesh. No one talks about this part of the job. She grabs her tweezers and pulls at the stems – because no customer in their right mind wants to look into their bucket of wings and see pinfeathers. Renee extracts the final feather as the news bulletin finishes.

			‘According to the former Mrs Mercer, her ex-husband never took criticism well. She believes he could be living somewhere remote under an assumed name, or took matters into his own hands …’

			The radio drones on, cycling through one disaster after another. With the back of her wrist, Renee pushes a dark curl that’s escaped her messy bun up out of her face, careful not to touch her skin. It was a habit drummed into her in culinary school, along with no nail polish and how to scrub up as well as any surgeon. Not that anyone would care about that here. The only reason Chickadees has anything approaching a half-decent hygiene certificate is because of her.

			Clive, her boss, is far too stingy to spring for prepared meat. He buys the carcasses wholesale and lets her sort them out. Not that she minds too much. Renee has always found the soft pop when dislocating the leg, thigh and wing joints oddly comforting. Every now and again, though, she comes across a bad carrion. The meat itself isn’t rotten, but some corpses are covered in sores or have hideous deformities from the conditions they were raised in. These are the kinds of chickens customers never see, let alone think about, when they bite into their Nice ’n’ Spicy burger.

			Working with these chickens used to really bother her. Not because she’s particularly squeamish, but because she knows it’s not right, even at a cheap chicken shop. People, and the animals they eat, deserve better. But when better costs too much, bargain-basement, bare-necessity-only becomes the norm.

			Before Chickadees, Renee trained in high-end restaurants, working with the best ingredients money could buy. Not any more. Now she rummages through a bucket, picking out the carcasses she hopes won’t poison someone. She has a clean record, but that doesn’t stop the creeping feeling that it’s only a matter of time.

			She plucks another chicken free and slaps it onto the table. The raw meat quivers as she digs in, feeling for the cartilage, slicing through the joint. First one leg, then the other. Next come the wings – little scraps of gristly meat that are, for some reason, so highly prized by the connoisseurs of chicken shops.

			God, I’m bored.

			The phrase runs like a litany through her head. She tries to ignore it, but lately it’s been deafening. She initially took this job as a stopgap, but now she’s been here two years. She’s one of yesterday’s brightest culinary stars – a once-lauded trainee chef, now forgotten. She runs her knife down both sides of the breastbone and slices off the breasts in one practised cut. She used to do this to duck, pigeon, quail and grouse. Now it’s just chicken.

			It’s always just chicken.

			She separates the tenders as the news bulletin ends, then dumps everything in the large steel bowl beside her. What’s left of the carcass goes in the bin. She wrinkles her nose at the tangy smell of rotten meat. It doesn’t matter how much bleach she uses, the kitchen always stinks.

			But she doesn’t have time to worry about that. The shop opens in a couple of hours, and she still has around thirty kilos of meat to prep. She reaches for another dead bird, trying to ignore the suffocating monotony of this dead-end job.

			Hours later, the carcasses have all been jointed, and the resultant cuts are marinated and ready for cooking. There’s already a  good number of people waiting for their food, and she’s the only one working the baskets and grill tonight. Sweat streaks down her face, threatening to salt the meat even more, forcing her to wipe herself with a questionably clean tea towel. Even though this isn’t where she planned to end up, she still takes pride in her work. The chicken isn’t of the finest quality – far from it – but that doesn’t mean she allows herself to serve low-quality meals. There’s a reason Chickadees is now one of the most popular chicken shops in Brixton. But as much as she tries to stay on top of the grease and the grime and the stench, she’s not exactly working with the best tools for the job. There’s a reason fast-food joints don’t get Michelin stars.

			‘Two Nice ’n’ Spicies, a BBQ sandwich and triple fries!’ Renee calls out.

			A man saunters over to the counter and nods. She wordlessly hands him the already greasy bag. He doesn’t even acknowledge her.

			‘Enjoy your food,’ she says with a sigh, mentally adding a well-deserved ‘asshole’. Don’t these people even realize how much trust they put into her, a complete stranger, only for them to treat her as if she’s beneath them? The old joke about spitting in burgers really is just the tip of the pissed-off food worker’s iceberg. She knows. She’s seen workers do things that are borderline criminal – and she’d be lying if she said she hadn’t been tempted herself.

			Not that she would. Ever since she was a kid, watching Ready, Steady, Cook while sitting on her father’s knee, she’d been obsessed with food. Susie Salt and Percy Pepper, learning how to season, understanding the role of flavour, texture and spice. Her parents did everything they could to scrape together a decent life for her and her brothers, but after a while even fish fingers and chips lose their charm. So she taught herself how to get creative with limited ingredients. As her skills grew, she decided to train properly: Food Tech at school, followed by Catering at college, then proper culinary school after that. She was consistently top of her class, the one to watch, Top 25 Under 25—

			‘Did you get that, Renee?’

			She gives herself a little shake and refocuses.

			‘Sorry, Adele. Was a million miles away.’

			‘Yeah, I could tell. Anyway, jerk chicken special extra hot, slaw, small fries.’

			Renee retreats into the relative safety of her kitchen. Well, not her kitchen. Her kitchen has more vegetables and a lot less cheap cooking oil. She’d asked Clive to order in some rapeseed, but he said it was too expensive. She said the difference would be worth it – her food would taste even better. Clive just shook his head and laughed. Like he gave a crap how the food actually tasted. He just wanted to make as much profit as possible, and better oil didn’t feature in that plan.

			The jerk chicken is one of Renee’s specialities. She’d learned to cook authentic Jamaican jerk from Granni, who had her prepping scotch bonnets from the age of four. ‘So you learn, one way or another,’ she’d said. No grandchild of Granni’s was going to cook without chilli. God, Renee misses her.

			It doesn’t take long to assemble the order. She’d made sure the thighs were already on the coals before they opened; good jerk can’t be rushed. It feels sacrilegious as she shoves two of them into a polystyrene box, oil pooling the moment the meat touches the surface. She doesn’t have time to worry about presentation – three more orders are already racked up and, judging by the chatter outside, there’s quite a few people waiting to be served.

			Out in front, it’s obvious Adele is swamped. A party of lads are swigging from lager bottles, a couple of young suits eyeing them nervously as they wait. Outside, a couple peruse the menu. A typical Thursday night.

			In the corner sits an elderly Black woman. She looks a little out of place among the young people, and she beams at Renee when she spots her.

			‘Hi there, Mrs Delaney,’ Renee says in a sing-song tone. ‘Got your chicken.’

			‘You remembered to put in extra chilli?’

			‘Do you seriously think I’d forget?’

			Mrs Delaney’s laugh sounds more like a cough, but Renee’s pleased she’s made the old lady happy.

			‘Oh, you … You’re a good girl, Renee. Best jerk outside of my own kitchen. Not even my daughter-in-law can get it right these days. But you … you know. You understand.’

			‘It was my grampa’s favourite,’ Renee says. ‘I had no choice but to get it right.’

			Mrs Delaney rumbles out another laugh and shakes her head in amusement – just like she does every Thursday.

			There’s a yell, followed by a chorus of ‘Oi! Oi!’ The lads are getting louder, and Renee can’t help but glance over at Adele. Her co-worker is a fearsome woman in her thirties – a former club bouncer who took this job ‘for an easier life’. She usually holds the fort with ease, but these young men are giving even her a run for her money. Mrs Delaney purses her lips at their antics, clearly unimpressed.

			‘I’d get out while you still can,’ Renee says, only half joking.

			‘Why do they have to do this?’ Mrs Delaney mutters. ‘No manners.’

			‘They’re young and drunk. Honestly, they’re not the worst.’

			‘They aren’t?’

			‘Nah. Just give them their chicken and they’ll go away. It’s all bravado. We’ll be fine.’

		
	
		
			TWO

			What Renee didn’t tell Mrs Delaney was who the worst types are.

			And unfortunately, they’ve just walked in.

			It’s eight p.m. – peak hours. Adele is shepherding customers with the weary, if practised, air of an expert sheepdog working with a particularly recalcitrant flock. But it’s clear she can’t take orders, give them out and wait on tables. So if anyone wants to eat outside, it’s down to Renee to take their meals directly from the kitchen.

			This was one of Clive’s great ideas. Other chicken shops only did takeaway, so he thought he’d branch out – corner a part of the market rarely exploited in the fast-food industry.

			Outdoor table service.

			The only problem was, they didn’t have any space to create seating. And he point-blank refused to employ anyone else to help wait the tables, so it’s up to the current staff to muddle through. Every night they all prayed for rain.

			Too bad it’s a real July scorcher – hot enough that Renee wonders what, exactly, she’s done to deserve this. Must have been a complete prick in a former life, because it definitely feels like she’s being punished.

			She risks leaving the kitchen to take four orders to the seating just outside the shop. They’re literally on the pavement; she’s surprised the council haven’t been round to tell Clive to knock it off. But until that happens, she’s resigned herself to battling through not only customers but also the poor pedestrians who clearly just want to get home.

			There’s a lot of people around tonight. The good weather and proximity to Friday means waves of bodies, but even taking that into consideration, she can tell exactly who this food is for.

			Her stomach sinks.

			There’s five of them, all clustered around one table that usually seats three – four at a push – braying at each other. They’ve got floppy hair and are wearing pastel polo shirts, jeans that are a bit too tight, and expensive trainers. While Renee doesn’t like to judge, she can’t help the way her hackles rise. Because she knows why they’re here. They’re not hungry. They’re slumming it. Having a laugh.

			‘Is that for us?’ one of the men calls over. ‘Because we ordered, like, twenty minutes ago or something.’

			‘Yeah, sorry, we’re really busy and it’s just me in the kitchen tonight.’

			Defuse before they get riled up even more.

			‘I see. Well, it’s not cold. Nothing worse than cold wings.’ The disdain in his voice makes Renee’s already fake smile turn even glassier.

			‘Yeah, Rupes,’ another chimes in. ‘Cold wings. Almost as bad as cold women.’ He leans over the table and leers at Renee. She can feel their eyes on her – tight and suffocating, like a serpent coiling around her body.

			‘They’ve just come out of the oven, and I’m a bit busy, so if I can just leave these with you—’

			‘Oh, come on, sweetheart. You can do better than that. Give us a smile.’

			All five of them smirk.

			‘OK, I have two portions of wings, extra hot; a crispy tender burger with extra crispy onions; four jerk thighs—’ They all snicker at this, but Renee simply ignores them. It’s not like they’re the first to make this tired joke, and the sooner she can get rid of them, the better. ‘And six Nice ’n’ Spicy drummers.’ She waits for the men to move so that she can put their plates down, but they all stay in her way.

			‘What about the skin-on seasoned fries?’ one of them asks, clearly annoyed.

			‘And the slaw,’ says another. ‘Like, bro, come on. We’ve heard good things about this place, but quite frankly, it seems a bit shit.’

			‘The fries and slaw are coming. I couldn’t carry everything at once. I’ll be back with those in a minute.’

			They still refuse to give her space, so she’s forced to lean over them, nearly elbowing one in the face as he grins up at her. That’s when she realizes exactly what they’re doing.

			‘Nice breasts,’ he says.

			‘Pardon?’ Renee straightens up quickly, almost knocking over one of their beer bottles.

			‘In this burger,’ he continues, lifting the bun – as if that makes his lie more believable. ‘Cooked to perfection.’

			Before she can gather herself, Renee feels something snake up the inside of her leg. She jerks back with an involuntary cry. Off balance, the first guy grabs her and yanks her down onto his lap.

			‘Way-hey, Rupes! Ride him, cowgirl!’

			Renee has no idea who says this. She can only focus on how this guy – this Rupes – is forcing her to straddle his lap. He’s holding on to her arms, and he’s strong. Like, doesn’t-actually-have-a-job, just-spends-all-day-at-the-gym strong. For a split second, she’s caught perfectly between overwhelming panic at her vulnerability in this situation and blind rage, because what the fuck?

			Rage wins.

			‘Get the fuck off me!’ she yells, struggling to break the vice-like grip this man has on her.

			People are watching now, and a couple of the posh boys are telling people, ‘It’s OK, she’s just overreacting, just a joke, nothing but banter, bloody hell, women today, am I right?’ Finally, Rupes releases her. She all but leaps off him, turns around and, before she can stop herself, slaps him.

			It isn’t a hard slap. More of a reflex than anything. But despite being the one who was assaulted, the part of her that was always told to be nice and not make a scene immediately regrets it.

			‘You bitch,’ Rupes snarls, while his friends holler around them.

			Much to Renee’s shame, tears spring to her eyes.

			‘Don’t touch me.’ She tries to sound brash, to show she’s a force to be reckoned with, but there’s a slight quaver in her voice.

			‘Come on, love. It’s nothing,’ Rupes says, spreading his hands in front of him like he’s an innocent man. Like he didn’t just have pure hatred in his eyes. ‘It’s just banter.’

			‘Banter?’ Renee almost chokes on the word. ‘That wasn’t banter. You have no right to touch me, and you did more than just that—’

			‘Oh my God, you fell over and I caught you. And if we want to talk about touching people, you actually hit me, so …’

			‘Oi, now what’s going on here?’ The voice is wheezy – its owner a lifelong smoker despite his doctor telling him to quit years ago. ‘Renee?’

			‘Clive. I’m sorry, but these guys—’

			‘Are you the manager of this establishment?’ One of the posh boys drops the mockney and switches to his do-you-know-who-my-father-is voice. To Renee’s disappointment, Clive shrinks away from him.

			‘Yes?’ Clive says.

			‘She assaulted my friend. That’s what’s going on here.’

			Renee’s jaw drops. Before she can gather her wits, Mr Proto-Lawyer jumps back in.

			‘Yeah, you see, we came here to eat because we’d heard the food was good, but this … waitress’ – he puts as much disdain as possible into the word – ‘came out with only half our order, then got shirty when Tristan complimented her food. Next thing we know, she’s falling over, Rupes catches her, and now she’s saying it’s all his fault.’

			‘Oh, oh … I, er, see? Umm …’ Clive trails off, clearly wishing he’d stayed upstairs.

			‘Clive, that’s not what happened. I brought out most of the order and was going to go back for the rest of it, but then he’ – she jabs her finger in the direction of the one Mr Proto-Lawyer called Tristan – ‘made a really unpleasant remark. Then I felt someone …’ She catches herself and takes a breath as the memory of someone’s hand touching her inner thigh ripples through her body. ‘Someone touched me. I was so surprised I jumped. Then he’ – she jabs at Rupes – ‘pulled me into his lap—’ Her voice catches a little.

			‘He didn’t pull her into his lap. She stumbled, then slapped my friend. He should sue. Plenty of people saw it.’

			‘That is not what happened!’ Renee protests. ‘They were harassing me.’

			‘Look, no – don’t get angry, but … he didn’t hurt you, did he?’ Clive is stuttering, clearly trying to keep the money on his side. ‘It’s not that bad in the grand scheme of things, is it? Just one of those things, you know. Japes. Banter. Just apologize, Ren. I’m sure that’ll be fine.’

			Renee stares back at him, dumbfounded.

			Clive simply shrugs.

			The men grin. One whoops. They know they’ve won.

			‘What—’ Renee starts, but Clive interjects.

			‘OK, lads – that’s enough,’ he says as the group cackle like hyenas. ‘Maybe you should just say sorry to each other. Everything kind of cancels itself out at the end of the day. No use making a scene. Right, Renee?’

			Renee stares at the table in front of her. It still has the food she cooked on it – growing cold, all uneaten. All that potential, wasted on a bunch of juvenile pricks who will never know struggle.

			She looks up at the sky. It’ll be pitch black by the time she has to walk home.

			The hyenas are still cackling, making comments about women in general – and women like her in particular. Rupes is still going on about how he could press charges if he wanted to. Clive, standing next to her, is grinning, obviously hoping these animals think he’s cool with it all. Other people – passersby and customers alike – just watch. No one comes to her aid. No one defends her. Not a single person tells them to pack it in – that she was just defending herself.

			A little girl, around eight or nine years old, peers out from behind her father, her eyes wide. Renee remembers being that age. Being told to be quiet, to be good, to not outshine anyone – especially the boys. She locks eyes with the girl, and something strikes within her like a match.

			‘Clive?’

			‘Uh, yeah?’

			Renee’s heart races as she reaches behind her back to untie her apron strings. Is she really going to do this? Maybe she should just go back inside, get on with her job. It can’t have been that bad if no one is willing to defend her—

			The little girl looks up at her father, as if seeking reassurance. She doesn’t get it. He’s too busy watching the drama unfold. A man next to him has his phone out, clearly recording – undoubtedly hoping to catch a woman acting hysterical over nothing so he can farm a few likes on TikTok.

			The girl, realizing she isn’t going to get any answers out of her father, buries her face into the side of his leg.

			Renee takes a long, slow breath. Usually, she lets it slide. This isn’t the first time a customer has been rude to her – or about her. But this isn’t just about her. If she does nothing and scuttles back into the kitchen, what does that show the little girl watching?

			She pulls the strings free, then yanks her apron over her head and balls it up into her fists. ‘I can’t do this, Clive.’

			She chucks the apron at her manager. He fumbles it. Typical.

			‘Renee … What do you mean? What are you saying?’

			Renee gives the little girl an almost imperceptible nod, then turns from them all, ignoring the cat calls and Clive’s exasperated cries of ‘Lads!’ and ‘Ren, what’s going on?’

			She swallows hard, hoping it might calm the butterflies in her stomach. It doesn’t, but it’s too late now. She’s made her choice.

			She walks away.

		
	
		
			THREE

			The night bus is full, so Renee decides to walk home. At first, she uses the walk to shake the adrenaline from her body, but around the halfway mark, the doubts really start to set in.

			Shit. Has she overreacted? Maybe it was an accident. OK, so they were being awful, but she’s supposed to be the professional one. People face worse every day. If only she’d taken the fries with her. Maybe they were just mucking around.

			Her phone buzzes. She glances at the screen. Clive, again.

			She doesn’t answer.

			Adele has also texted her, asking what the hell happened, but she can’t answer her either, because Renee isn’t sure herself. All she really knows is that Clive did nothing to defend her. If anything, he made matters worse. Maybe she wouldn’t be so pissed off if this had been the first time. But it wasn’t. Far from it.

			The ghost of Rupes’ hand strokes her thigh. Renee feels bile rise in the back of her throat and desperately swallows it until she gets home.

			By the time she reaches her road, the butterflies have transformed into a full cocoon of anxiety. She’s gone from doubt to actual worry, because whether it’s crap or not, she needs a job. It’s why she hasn’t quit yet. She glances up at her building – a testament in concrete and glass to the Brutalist style that was so popular when it was originally built as social housing in the 1960s. Now, its soot-streaked exteriors and piss-drenched stairwells speak of a creeping urban decay no one seems to have the energy – or the will – to halt. They are, after all, the have-nots.

			The lights in her flat are on, meaning Lola is home, which instantly makes Renee feel better. Lola used to work at Chickadees, so she knows exactly what Clive is like. If anyone’s going to understand, it’s Lola.

			‘Hey, hey! The lady of the house is in!’

			Renee marvels at Lola’s supernatural ability to make people feel better, no matter the situation. She knows they make a strange pairing – one, an outgoing local with a wicked sense of humour and an even more wicked tongue; the other, an introverted incomer, prone to self-doubt and overthinking – but it works.

			‘Heya, Lols,’ Renee says, leaning in to Lola’s hug and burrowing her face into her shoulder.

			‘You’re home early. You all right?’ Lola’s tone has just the right amount of concern in it.

			‘Not really. Stupid customers.’

			‘Bad night? Who do I have to kill?’

			‘Five posh white boys?’

			Lola makes a face. ‘Ugh. I don’t envy you. Don’t get them much, but when they do turn up …’ She straightens Renee up, which is no small feat given Renee has about half a foot on her. ‘Come on, let’s get you properly inside, and out of those greasy clothes. You have a shower, and I’ll get the wine in. Trashy white or red?’

			Renee can’t help but smile.

			‘Trashy red.’

			‘Oh là là, how very français of you. Turning into a posh bitch.’

			‘I like the good life.’

			‘Oh, love … when the good life is a bottle of El Plonko from the SPAR down the road …’ Lola shakes her head in mock disappointment.

			‘Just get me my wine, not-as-posh bitch.’

			Lola cackles as she kicks off her slippers and shoves her feet into a pair of battered trainers. She’s wearing pyjama bottoms and her blonde hair is in a high ponytail, making her look as if she’s just rolled out of bed, but Renee doesn’t say anything. It isn’t worth it. Because if there’s one thing Lola doesn’t give in this life, it’s a fuck. She’s a self-described street-urchin-made-good, and Renee loves her for it.

			‘You want any snacks?’ Lola asks before she opens the door.

			‘I dunno … Something sweet?’

			‘Sugar therapy. Got it.’

			And with that, she’s gone, leaving the flat feeling strangely hollow.

			‘Oh my God, babe.’ Lola drops her jaw and shakes her head to show how shocked she is. ‘I can’t believe it. Well, I can, but, you know. Fuck those pricks.’

			She hands Renee another glass of wine. Allegedly, it’s a ‘full-bodied red with a berry finish’, but in reality it tastes exactly how she imagines vinegar mixed with antifreeze might. Still, it’s only a fiver a bottle from the corner shop. It’s not like they’re going to stock a nice Château Lafite or anything. Not that she’s ever tasted a Château Lafite. For all she knows, it could be expensive vinegary antifreeze. It’s amazing what a hefty price tag can do to some people’s sense of taste.

			Renee takes a sip and the alcohol hits her system immediately, making her cheeks flush.

			‘I know, right?’ she says. ‘The fact that they did it in broad daylight, too. There were, like, twenty people around. They saw it happen. And even if they didn’t see the one who slid his hand up my inner thigh …’ She shudders at the memory.

			Lola takes a sharp breath and squeezes her eyes shut in sympathy. She doesn’t need to imagine what that feels like. Just like every woman in existence, she’s experienced it first-hand.

			‘Anyway,’ Renee continues, ‘they definitely saw the other one grab me and make me sit in his lap.’

			‘Girl, I admire your restraint,’ Lola says, topping up Renee’s glass. ‘And I take it no one did the right thing?’

			Renee snorts into her glass, not gracing that particular question with an answer.

			‘Fucking typical. And they wonder why we choose the bear.’ Lola sets her glass down, a crafty look on her face. ‘Why don’t I delve into the freezer and see what beige delights I can find, then we’ll stick a movie on, drink the rest of this awful wine and, I don’t know, put a curse on all men?’

			Renee grins. Now this is more like it.

			Despite her ambitions, Renee is no stranger to the delights of British tapas. Mini hash browns, vegetable samosas, onion bhajis and a Day-Glo bag of hot and spicy wings – they even rustle up a few spring rolls from the back of the freezer. God only knows how long they’ve been there, but they seem fine once their frost-jackets are scraped off.

			Renee usually cooks, but tonight Lola insists she can manage. She shoos Renee out of their so-called kitchen – not because she wants her to relax, but simply because there isn’t enough space for them both at the same time.

			‘I know how to operate an air fryer,’ Lola says. ‘You don’t need a fancy food education to work one of those.’

			Renee can’t deny she has a point.

			The living room is cramped, barely big enough for their couch. They had to choose it carefully and ended up settling for an IKEA special because it could fit through their building’s lift doors. Renee picks her way past their generously named ‘coffee table’ and does her best to ignore the musty smell that emanates from the couch when she sits down. She glances over at the wall, and an ever-present ball of anxiety tightens within her. Even in this heat, the dark stain is getting worse.

			‘We should probably nag the agency about that patch of damp,’ Renee calls to Lola. ‘I’m pretty sure it shouldn’t be that bad in a heatwave.’

			‘You think?’ Lola deadpans, poking her head round the door.

			‘They can’t ignore us for ever,’ Renee says.

			‘They can and they will,’ Lola snorts, her voice ripe with disdainful humour. ‘Mate, unless one of us makes it big, we’re just another rental statistic. But I’ll give them a call in the morning. Give them something to be scared of. Last time, you were way too nice to them.’

			‘I just felt bad for the poor bastard on the other end of the phone,’ Renee says. ‘He sounded like he was twelve.’

			‘You know who says that kind of thing?’ Lola points a perfectly manicured talon at her. ‘Old people.’

			‘Shut up.’ Renee laughs and chucks a cushion at her. Lola ducks back and picks it up, but before she can throw it back, a shrill alarm goes off in the kitchen.

			‘Oh, quit your whining,’ Lola yells at the air fryer.

			Renee smiles as she settles back and switches on the TV – more out of habit than a desire to watch anything. Eventually, Lola enters the room, plates stacked expertly on her arms. She grins as she offers one to Renee.

			‘Et voilà! Beige freezer bounty – the perfect cure for the worst of days.’

			Lola flops down next to her, and they both spend a moment piling up their plates. The food is both over-salted and bland – Renee isn’t quite sure how the manufacturers manage to pull off both at once – but it’s crunchy and comforting. The food of childhood and nostalgia.

			‘OK,’ Lola says through a mouthful of samosa. ‘So, we’ve got that stupid movie with that guy – you know, the one you like who looks like he’s made of cheekbones.’

			‘Timothée Chalamet.’

			‘That’s the bunny. So there’s that one’ – she continues to flick – ‘or there’s MasterChef Australia—’

			‘No!’ Renee groans. ‘No cooking stuff.’

			Lola cackles as she moves on to her favourite category: reality TV.

			‘This is more like it,’ she says, popping a mini hash brown into her mouth. ‘So, we’ve got terrible people at the beach, more terrible people in a château, even more terrible people in the jungle—’

			‘Terrible people in a château,’ Renee says, stripping a chicken wing of its meat with practised ease.

			Lola clicks the button and settles herself back. They munch through more of their comfort supplies as the usual cast of moral vacuums are paraded on screen.

			‘No, I don’t like him,’ Lola says, pointing at an incredibly muscular man. ‘He’s got cruel eyes. No, thank you, sir. And what’s going on with her? Babes needs to ease up on the fake tan.’

			Renee smirks and nudges her friend in the ribs.

			‘Bit rich, coming from you.’

			‘Oh, so that’s how it is, is it? My fake tan is a subtle but effective honey colour. Hers looks like she’s been creosoted.’

			Renee laughs and snuggles down into her blanket, grateful for the distraction as Lola continues to rate the contestants. Her friendship with Lola really is the only good thing that’s come from her time at Chickadees. At first, she’d been a bit intimidated by Lola’s confidence and her uncanny ability to read people within five minutes of meeting them. Lola had sussed out Renee by the end of her first shift, before taking her to one side and giving her the pep talk she definitely needed but wasn’t ready to hear: ‘Yeah, I get it. You could’ve been a contender. Well, that’s in the past. This place is shit, but it’s better than nothing. Work your way up, girl. That’s all any of us can do.’

			They became flatmates a couple of months later, saying it was a temporary measure until they both sorted their lives out. That was two years ago.

			‘So …’

			Renee tenses. ‘So’ is Lola’s favourite word, and you can tell exactly what mood she’s in by the way she says it. In this case, she’s using her this-isn’t-going-to-be-easy-and-I-probably-shouldn’t-be-asking-you-this-but-I’m-going-to-anyway tone.

			‘Hmm?’ Renee replies, as neutrally as she can.

			Lola pauses. Another bad sign. Usually, she just says what’s on her mind. If she’s having to think about how to phrase something, you know it’s going to be unpleasant.

			‘Are you going to tell Graham?’

			‘Tell Graham what?’

			‘Don’t play dumb with me, girl. You know exactly what I mean.’

			And she does. She just doesn’t want to think about it right now.

			‘No, I’m not going to. At least, not yet. You know what he’s like. He’ll try to fix it and end up making it worse.’

			‘Oh my God, do you remember when I bought him that “I Identify as a Feminist” T-shirt?’

			‘Ugh, how could I forget?’

			Lola snickers and stuffs a veggie samosa into her mouth.

			‘That was cruel, you know,’ Renee says.

			‘Not my fault. I thought he’d take the joke. I didn’t think he’d wear it unironically.’

			‘He was so proud,’ Renee says with a sigh. ‘His smile as he paraded around the South Bank …’

			Lola laughs into her wineglass before taking a long swallow and looking serious. ‘Stop trying to derail me. I’m just wondering what you’re going to do next?’

			Renee sighs again. Her stomach flips, making her feel a little nauseated. ‘I don’t know. I didn’t actually quit, but I’m not sure I can face going back. Hell, there’s a good chance Clive’s going to fire me anyway.’

			‘Oh right, like Clive’s going to shoot the goose that lays his golden eggs. You’re the only reason anyone eats there. When I first joined, that place was dead. I mean, pure ghost town. You put Chickadees on the map, girl. We went from scorched drummers and bland burgers to gourmet shit within three months, thanks to you.’

			Renee knows Lola is only being nice, but she feels herself blush anyway. She chases it with a huge gulp of wine.

			‘You know your problem?’ Lola continues. ‘You don’t know your own worth. You’re like some mad genius in the kitchen, right? You take all that traditional shit your granni taught you and spin it into something fresh. And those taste buds of yours? You should insure them. You are wasted on Clive. Wasted.’

			‘Oh, right, yeah, because everyone’s beating a path to my door. Like, I’m awash with job offers.’ Renee picks at her samosa, her appetite now gone.

			‘There you go again! Ren, I love you and all, but you have got to get yourself out there. Show them what you’re made of. You’re so talented. Someone will see it. I’m sure of it.’

			‘Look, I appreciate the sentiment, but if that’s the case, why won’t anyone take me? I graduated top of my class. Three years later, and I’m a fry cook in a chicken shop. No one cares. The culinary world … it moves fast. Too fast.’

			Lola shuffles up the sofa and drapes her arm around Renee’s shoulders.

			‘Now, that kind of talk is why we’re here,’ she says. ‘And I get it. Rejection … it hurts. And the world you want to be a part of? Cutthroat. Those bitches – they’re not going to run after you. You’ve got to chase them, shake ’em, make them pay attention to you. Hell, you think I had the training to do proper restaurant service? Fuck no! But I still tried. And yeah, sure, it took a while. I had a lot of rejection. But it only takes one “yes” to change your life. Just one.’

			Renee sniffs back her tears and downs her glass.

			‘Yeah,’ she says. ‘Yeah, you’re right. Just one yes. That’s it.’

			‘If you don’t try, you’ll only ever get nos by default,’ Lola says.

			Renee straightens up and sets her glass down on the table. ‘Yeah. You’re right. What’s the worst that can happen? They say no. And that’s it. Nothing else. If you don’t ask …’

			‘You don’t get. That’s my girl. Now, I’m just going to go and get us another bottle, and when I come back, I want to see that phone open and on the poshest, most top-end restaurant recruitment website you can find. Because we don’t do things by halves. We want the whole cake – and you’d better be sure we’re going to eat it too.’

			‘What about this one?’ Lola is scrolling through Renee’s phone. ‘They recruit for restaurants and private chefs.’

			‘No private-cheffing.’ Renee wrinkles her nose.

			‘And why no private-cheffing? You could end up being some Hollywood star’s personal chef and travel around the world with them.’

			‘Yeah, and make nonsense meals with kale, always worrying about macros and whatever fad ingredient is trendy at the time. Granni might have taught me the secrets of jerk, but Nanna taught me that everything tastes better with butter.’

			‘All right, you’ve got a point,’ Lola says. ‘Your pasta in brown butter is to die for.’

			‘You know it. OK – Vendredi is looking for a commis chef.’

			Lola sighs and rolls her eyes. ‘See, this is your problem, Ren. Commis chef? Are you having a laugh? You may as well come work with me at Carluccio’s.’

			‘There’s nothing wrong with Carluccio’s—’

			‘No, there isn’t, but that’s not the point. Although I would relish the thought of us working together again, you need to aim higher.’

			‘I dunno. I can’t see Antonio Delucca or Brent Mavel wanting to hire a washed-up chef.’

			Lola puts the phone on the coffee table and gives Renee one of her scathing looks.

			‘Now, this is what I’m talking about,’ she says. ‘Girl, stop rejecting yourself before you’ve even tried!’

			‘I’m not self-rejecting, I’m just being sensible.’

			Lola picks the phone back up and makes a psht sound through her teeth as she resumes scrolling through the vacancies.

			‘Aha! Here we go,’ she says, a little bit too triumphantly for Renee’s liking. ‘Chef de partie. Small team. High-end.’

			‘Chef de partie, though …’

			‘What? You’re more than qualified. No, you’re applying for this. Money’s good, too. Look.’ She turns the phone towards Renee, showing the listing. But Renee doesn’t take in the job description. All she can focus on is the name of the restaurant.

			‘Oh my God. NOVA,’ Renee gasps. ‘I can’t apply for that. The executive chef is a genius – Gracie Fitzgerald. They say there isn’t an animal out there that she can’t turn into a five-star dish. Hell, according to the Michelin Guide, she made sea cucumbers taste good, and it’s pretty much agreed by chefs worldwide that they taste like rubber bands, no matter what you do to them. She’s, like, pfffft.’ With her hands, she mimes her head exploding. ‘Top of the top of the top, Lols. There’s no way she’d be interested in me.’

			‘Yeah, no, I’m not taking that. I’m going to send your CV.’

			Renee lunges forward to grab the phone, but Lola holds it up just out of reach.

			‘Lola, stop it!’ Renee implores. ‘I don’t want to ruin any future chances I might get!’

			‘Forget the future. It’s already too late. I’ve sent it.’

			‘What?’

			‘Oh yeah.’ Lola waves the phone screen in Renee’s face. There’s a message on it that reads ‘Thank you for submitting to NOVA.’

			Renee flops back onto the sofa, snatches up her wineglass and drains it in one gulp. ‘Shit.’

			‘No, girl. Yes. This is a good thing. Get you on some radars. You’ve had enough time slumming it. Now it’s time to put that fancy education of yours into practice.’

			Renee holds her now-empty glass out, and Lola dutifully refills it, draining the bottle. She immediately leans over the side of the sofa and recovers yet another bottle, which she opens and uses to top up her own glass.

			‘Shit, how many of those did you get?’ Renee’s eyebrows shoot up to her hairline.

			‘Hey, it was a two-for-three offer—’

			‘Three-for-two.’

			‘Yeah, whatever, don’t care. Stop trying to change the subject.’

			‘I’m not trying to change the subject—’

			‘Liar.’ Lola takes a good swallow from her refreshed glass, then gives a little shudder. ‘I don’t think letting this one breathe is going to do much. Wow.’ The phone buzzes in her hand. As quick as a snake, she scans the message. ‘Ha!’ She holds the screen out so Renee can read it. ‘Says your application has been noted.’

			‘My application has been … what? Who the hell is reading CVs at …’ She checks the little time display on the phone. ‘Bloody hell – quarter to midnight.’

			‘Probably just an automated reply.’

			‘Except we’ve already had one of those,’ Renee says. ‘This means someone’s noticed it and, I dunno, put it in a queue?’

			Lola grins widely. ‘See? Told you it was a good idea. This is fate, Renee, and it’s knocking on your door. All you’ve got to do is answer it.’

			Renee groans and shakes her head at her friend. ‘Jesus Christ, I can’t actually believe you said that out loud.’

		
	
		
			FOUR

			It’s been three days. Three days of anxiously checking her emails. Three days of self-doubt and recrimination. Three whole days of the universe proving her right.

			Nothing at all from NOVA, except that weirdly quick notification. Most of the other fine-dining establishments have already rejected her from her CV alone, so logic dictates that she’s probably going to hear the same from NOVA.

			Everything’s not completely lost, though. In forcing her to look at the job market – something she’s been studiously avoiding for the last year – Lola did prove one point: there are other jobs out there. She doesn’t have to stay at Chickadees. She can apply for some of the more mundane opportunities, then quit if she gets a yes.

			It’s not much of a plan, but it’s better than nothing.

			That’s if she still has a job at Chickadees.

			Renee hasn’t been back there since the incident. Hasn’t called them, nor accepted any calls or read any of Clive and Adele’s texts. This isn’t down to anger or stubbornness. It’s down to anxiety, pure and simple. If she avoids the issue, it ceases to be an issue – at least in the very short term. Unfortunately, the fact it makes things harder in the long term is a lesson she’s never really been able to internalize, and she’s now racked with a mixture of guilt and apprehension. For all she knows, she’s already been fired. At the moment, she is in this strange, Schrödinger’s cat reality – both employed and unemployed at the same time – and the only way she’ll know for sure is if she actually looks in the box.

			As she walks past a newsagent, she can’t help but catch the headline dominating the front pages.

			Where Is Jeffrey McAdams? Wife and Son Say, ‘He Had No Reason to Leave’

			Renee counts to herself. Jeffrey brings the total to four missing. All rich men with a reputation for behaving in less-than-stellar ways towards women. It was the same with that Frank Mercer guy – someone finally had the guts to air his dirty laundry, and then he went missing. The more cynical part of Renee thinks that if anyone has the cash to move to Fiji and live a comfortably anonymous life, it’s these guys. But then again, everyone knows that Jeffrey McAdams was up there with the best of the bastards. On his third wife, with a whole gaggle of kids who regularly reported how much they hated him. In a way, it’s a miracle he’d lasted this long without someone pushing him over the side of his mega-yacht.

			Whoa. Dark much, Renee?

			Her phone buzzes in her pocket, snapping her out of her reverie. She sighs and considers ignoring it. Probably Clive, or maybe Adele. But it could also be one of the places she applied to, asking her to interview, so she feels compelled to at least check.

			She glances at the screen and almost drops her phone as she reads the number.

			It isn’t Clive. Nor Adele. Not Lola or Graham, either. And it’s not one of the smaller restaurants she’s applied to.

			It’s NOVA.

			Her hands are shaking as she answers.

			‘Hello?’

			‘Hello? Is this Renee Landis?’ It’s a woman on the other end.

			It can’t be … can it?

			It takes Renee a couple of seconds to speak. ‘Um, yes. Yes, it is.’

			Oh, for Chrissakes, at least try to sound like a professional and not a starstruck child.

			‘Excellent. My name is Bethany Jacobs and I’m calling to ask if you might be available for an interview for the chef de partie position at NOVA?’

			Renee gawps and narrowly misses the lamppost she’s about to walk into.

			‘Hello? Is it a bad line? Can you hear me, Ms Landis?’

			‘Uh, no – sorry. I mean, yes. Yes, of course. Definitely. Whenever. I can come whenever. You tell me, and I’ll be there. Come rain or snow or whatever.’

			Stop babbling … 

			‘Good.’ Renee is sure she can hear the smile in Bethany Jacob’s voice. ‘How about we say Thursday at ten?’

			‘In the morning?’

			Bethany chuckles. ‘Yes, we wouldn’t interview at night. We’re too busy.’

			‘Of course. I’m sorry – just clarifying.’

			‘It’s all right, Ms Landis. Ten a.m. This Thursday coming.’

			‘Right. Ten a.m., this Thursday. Will it be at NOVA, or …’

			‘It’ll be at NOVA. You’ll have to use the bell by the main entrance as we won’t be open at that time.’

			‘Right – use the bell. Do I need to bring anything? Certificates? References?’

			‘They would be helpful. But apart from that, no – just your good self. See you on Thursday.’

			‘Uh, yeah. See you on Thursday. And thank you!’

			The connection goes dead.

			Renee stands in the middle of the high street, staring at her phone.

			NOVA. NOVA called her back. And not only that – they offered her an interview.

			NOVA, one of the most exclusive restaurants in London, looked at her CV with all its gaps and still thought she was worth interviewing. This can’t be real.

			‘Oi, love – watch it!’ a man snaps as she accidentally walks out in front of his bike. Renee jumps back.

			‘Oh, sorry. I didn’t see—’

			‘Stupid cow.’

			He cycles off. Usually, such an altercation would sour her mood, but not today. No, today is the day she takes action. Screw waiting. Screw being cautious. What was it Lola had said? We want the whole cake – and you’d better be sure we’re going to eat it too. And she was damned if she wasn’t going to start now.

			‘Oh … you’re here!’ Renee is sure Adele doesn’t mean to sound quite so surprised. ‘I wasn’t sure we’d see you again.’

			‘Well, I wasn’t sure either,’ Renee replies. ‘Is Clive in?’

			‘He’s out the back. Look, are you OK? I’m really sorry about the other day.’

			‘It’s OK. It wasn’t your fault.’

			‘I would have come out, but I was swamped—’

			‘Seriously, Adele – I don’t blame you in the slightest.’

			‘Hey, what’s all that jabbering— Oh. It’s you.’ Clive is standing in the doorway that leads to the kitchen, his folded arms resting on his gut.

			‘Clive.’

			Renee’s stomach sinks slightly. She’s spent the last couple of days rehearsing exactly what she wants to say in this moment, but every single one of her arguments flees – leaving her with nothing but shame, with a side order of panic.

			‘Well, look who the cat dragged in. You’ve got some stones, wandering back like this.’ It’s clear that Clive is annoyed. ‘You’ve missed two shifts and haven’t replied to any calls. You’re damn lucky you’ve still got a job, after all you’ve done.’

			‘After what I’ve done?’ Renee doesn’t want to bite, but she can’t help herself. ‘That man assaulted me, Clive. In front of a lot of people.’

			‘Yeah, well … Those lads – they’re just playing.’

			‘No, they weren’t. And you did the square root of jack shit to help me. If anything, you made it worse.’

			‘Come on, now – that’s not true. I came out and stopped them, didn’t I?’

			‘No, Clive, you didn’t. You appeased them and humiliated me.’

			‘That’s unfair. They were just being lads – totally harmless—’

			‘Harmless?’

			‘All I’m saying is that lads like that … they’re just having a laugh. It’s just a bit of fun – they don’t mean nothing by it. That’s the problem with you Millennials. You’re all so sensitive. Can’t take a joke. And let’s not forget – you did hit one of them, and that’s more of assault than what they did to you.’

			‘I didn’t hit one of them. It was a defensive reflex.’

			‘Well, that’s not what they’re claiming. They threatened to take us to court. Had to give them their money back, and you know how much I hate doing that. You’ve worked in this industry long enough – you know what it’s like. The customer’s always right. We all have to deal with arseholes, Renee – not just you. I should fire you, after the way you left me in the lurch.’

			‘I left you in the lurch?’ Renee starts laughing, because it’s either that or start screaming. At least now she knows – even if she doesn’t get the NOVA job, she’s making the right choice. She will not let this pathetic excuse of a man make her feel guilty any more. ‘Clive, I was coming here to tender my resignation. As of now. This minute.’

			There’s a sharp intake of breath from Adele, while Clive looks at her blankly, as if he can’t comprehend what she’s saying.

			‘You … what?’

			Renee stays quiet, desperately holding her nerve, fighting down the desire to apologize and take it all back.

			Stay steady.

			‘Look – OK. Let’s not be hasty. We can work this out. I can put up a sign saying that kind of behaviour isn’t tolerated, and if you need some time off, we’ve probably got enough prepped in the fridges to cover tonight—’

			‘No, Clive. I don’t want a sign, nor do I want time off.’ She takes a deep breath. ‘I quit.’

			‘But … you can’t do that! You can’t just waltz in and say you’re quitting. You’ve got to give me notice. And you don’t want to piss me off – I could give you a bad reference.’

			Renee laughs again. The weight off her shoulders is instantaneous, like coming out of a dark cave and into blinding sunshine.

			‘Do you seriously think that bothers me? Everyone knows this place is only good because I prep all the food. Good luck finding someone with my skills who’s willing to work for almost nothing.’

			‘OK, let’s all calm down,’ Clive says, holding his hands up like he’s trying to soothe a jittery horse. He’s put on his disgusting appeasing voice – one he thinks makes him sound reasonable, but lands squarely on Sleazy Uncle at Christmas instead. ‘That shift was unpleasant for all of us. I’m sorry it happened. But let’s not make irrational decisions. I’m sure we can work something out. I mean, I’d like to offer you a pay rise, but you know what this place is like – margins are wafer-thin. But maybe an extra day off? That might sweeten the deal?’

			‘Really?’ Renee snorts.

			It’s almost depressing how Clive sincerely thinks that would compensate for anything. She could take the time to explain how she felt betrayed; how, after two years of graft, she helped turn this place around. That it was her food people came to eat – not his. When she first started, he bought everything frozen and chucked it in a fryer that hadn’t had an oil change in years. She could also mention how he chose to side with those men not just because they were customers, but because their comfort mattered more than her dignity. Boys will be boys. 

			Fuck that.

			But she isn’t going to tell him any of that. She’s been managing the mental load here too long. Let him figure it out.

			She turns and waves.

			‘I expect my last pay packet in my account by tomorrow morning at the latest. If I don’t, I’ll take you to a fucking tribunal.’

		
	
		
			FIVE

			She manages to hold it together until she rounds the corner. A heady mix of exhilaration, rage and abject terror race through her, making her shake.

			She’s done it. She’s free.

			Renee glances up at the sky. She’s not particularly religious, much to her late granni’s dismay, but you’d have to be a hardcore atheist not to offer up a little plea to someone in times like this.

			‘Please don’t let this be a fuck-up,’ she whispers. ‘Please let this work out.’

			A clock chimes in the distance. Quarter to eleven. She pulls out her phone and texts Graham, warning him she’ll be over soon.

			She has news.

			Let’s just hope it ultimately turns out to be good news, she adds to herself.

			Renee always feels a little bit uncomfortable in Chelsea.

			It’s as if she’s constantly waiting for someone to stop her and tell her she isn’t allowed here.

			She stops in front of a smartly painted terraced house. Over the years, it’s been split into three flats. She presses the buzzer for number three.

			‘Hello?’ The voice that answers her is soft, with the tiniest hint of silver spoon.

			‘Hey, Graham – it’s Ren.’

			‘Hey there, gorgeous. Let me buzz you in.’

			As promised, the intercom buzzes and the door latch releases. The air that wafts out smells of polish and expensive air freshener, with no trace of mould nor damp. How the other half lives.

			She all but skips up the stairs. She thought she’d feel terrible after technically making herself unemployed, but she doesn’t. In fact, she feels more optimistic than she has in months.

			Graham is waiting for her on the landing in front of his flat.

			‘Hello, babe.’ He leans down to kiss her. ‘You seem in a good mood.’

			She beams back at him. ‘I am. I’ve just quit my job.’

			Graham looks a little shocked. ‘But … why? I mean, I know I’ve been asking you to do that for months, but why the change of heart?’

			Renee takes him by the hand. ‘Let’s go inside, get a nice glass of something fizzy, and I’ll tell you.’

			‘Something … fizzy? It’s only just gone three—’

			‘I know,’ Renee says, grinning. ‘Come on.’

			It’s always funny to Renee how no one seems to understand why she and Graham are together. She’s inner city; he’s posh leafy suburb. Her dad worked in a factory; his was a stockbroker. She went to the local state school; he attended an expensive prep followed by an exclusive grammar. Technically, they shouldn’t work, but despite their differences, they have done for the last three years.

			‘So, let me get this straight,’ Graham says as he cracks open a conveniently chilled bottle of champagne. Different indeed. ‘You have an interview at NOVA on Thursday morning?’

			‘Yep!’ The news sounds even more exhilarating coming out of Graham’s mouth.

			‘Wow. That’s, well, amazing! Everyone goes on about how great the food is there. Nightmare to get a booking if you’re not in the know.’

			‘Right?’ Renee says, unable to hide her excitement. ‘Of course, I still have to get through the interview, but even getting asked to come in is a massive deal. I couldn’t believe it when I saw the ad. I wasn’t going to apply, but Lola said that those who don’t ask, don’t get – and she was right!’

			Graham pours two glasses of champagne – proper flutes, not plastic on-offer ones from Asda – and hands her one with a grin.

			‘This is great. I’m so happy for you. Just … so happy. This is exactly what you wanted. I know it’s taken you a little longer than you’d like, but I knew you’d get there in the end. And NOVA’s nearer here, so …’

			‘Graham.’ Renee’s mood drops a notch.

			‘Look, all I’m saying is, you don’t have to struggle—’

			‘I’m not struggling! I’m fine. You don’t need to give me handouts. I can do it by myself.’

			‘Poor choice of words. I’m not saying I think you’re incapable or anything like that, but, love, maybe this is a sign? You know there’s space here. You could move in. I could help. And if, God forbid, you don’t get the job, it’ll be OK because you won’t have to worry too much about financials.’

			‘Graham, it’s not that I don’t appreciate the offer—’

			‘Ren, you’re making it sound like I’m trying to sell you something. I’m not. I just … I want to be there for you. Want you to be here, with me, you know – full time. I want to wake up next to you, drink coffee on Sunday mornings, maybe go for a nice stroll somewhere. We’ve been together for a while now. Even my folks are asking what’s going on between us.’

			Renee sighs. It’s not that she doesn’t want to be with him. She does. But it has to be on her terms, otherwise she’s just going to end up feeling like a charity case. Some of Graham’s family are already outwardly suspicious of her, undoubtedly wondering what a nice boy like him is doing with the likes of her. She’s watched them introduce some soft, cookie-cutter potential wives with names like Camilla and Verity enough times to know they’re hoping she’s just a phase.

			‘G, please … Can we talk about this another time? Let me see if I get the job, then maybe, later, once I’ve settled in, we can revisit.’

			‘OK. You win.’ Graham sighs and pulls Renee into a one-armed hug. ‘We’ll do this later. But in the meantime’ – he holds up his glass – ‘to Renee, my beautiful and talented girlfriend.’

			‘You forgot clever.’
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