
   
WEEK ONE



   
Chapter One

On the rooftop of Zelnick, O’Leary and Abbott – ‘Manhattan’s largest mid-size law firm’ – a speech has been going on for at least fifteen minutes. And Fia Callaghan has barely heard a word of it. 

She caught the first bit.

‘I’m thrilled to welcome this year’s cohort of summer associates,’ one of the partners said. To his left, twenty or so handpicked law students – all now blending into one large mass – nodded along eagerly.

‘We’re so pleased to have you with us, to learn from us and to teach us. You are the future of our profession. Over the next ten weeks, I can promise that you’ll have the chance to get real, hands-on legal experience. Each of you will share an office with a dedicated “attorney mentor” from our firm. And, as ever, we’ll also be inviting you to take part in our dynamic programme of networking and social events. I make no apologies for the fact that, here at Zelnick, O’Leary and Abbott – or “ZOLA”, as we affectionately call it – we’re especially known for our corporate and commercial expertise. But it’s not just about the deal. We place an absolute premium on the mental wellbeing of our staff …’

It was probably somewhere around this point that Fia zoned out. By now, she’s attended so many seminars on the firm’s theoretical position on mental wellbeing that she could practically deliver one herself. In essence, there is a sunrise yoga class right here on this roof terrace on Tuesdays – which lawyers are welcome to attend if they book sufficiently far in advance to secure a spot – but those whose burnout necessitates more than two weeks off work should still fully expect to be fired. 

Fia can’t imagine that this reality is likely to feature in the partner’s inspirational speech. But no matter. Even for her, it’s hard to remain too much of a cynic on a morning like this one. Over in the far corner of the terrace, an impressive array of fruit and pastries has been laid out, with a waiter serving breakfast cocktails and coffees. And, against the clear blue sky, New York’s familiar landmarks look practically computer-generated. 

Fia lets herself gaze out at the Chrysler Building just ahead, as the partner chats away about sharing expertise and strengthening bonds. There are very few moments like this, whereupon Fia stops to think that she has made it here, in this city so far from home. Or, at the very least, she’s making it. Starting today – starting with this year’s summer associates’ programme – she feels more firmly on course than ever before to meet her goals. Professionally speaking, that is.

Personally speaking, Fia doesn’t honestly have any particular goals – although she has, in the very recent past and following a certain milestone birthday, begun to consider drumming up a few. It has occurred to her that, perhaps, at a minimum, she should set about developing some grown-up skills – maybe unearth some sort of a latent passion, even. This seemed to be the thing about ageing, in the year 2023: you couldn’t just let it happen, the way your mother and grandmother did before you. No. You had to be getting better and better. You had to be grasping at opportunities to really get to know yourself, etc.

What could Fia say for herself so far, aged 30 years and six weeks old? 

I like to run the length and breadth of Manhattan with my headphones in. I like to drink overpriced cocktails with my friends. I am extremely good at getting red wine out of things, even very pale carpets – by the time I’m finished, you’d never know there’d been a spill at all. I can always keep my balance on a moving subway without needing to touch anything gross.

These are all true things, and they don’t feel insubstantial when Fia is doing them – not one bit, actually. But she suspects the day might arrive when they’ll feel extremely insubstantial in the retelling. She’s not sure that they quite constitute the sort of fulfilment and well-roundedness she should probably be aiming for within this new decade. 

In any event, of course, none of that matters here, in this skyscraper on Madison and 49th Street. Here, she wears a suit and bills for her time in six-minute increments, and people increasingly seem to think she knows what she is doing.

By the time the partner’s speech ends and everyone has begun milling about (and/or wondering when they might politely sneak back to their desks), Fia can’t help it: she’s feeling veritably peppy. She’s chatting idly with some of her co-workers when Celia – equity partner Celia – approaches.

‘Hey, Fia, let’s go find your new roomie, huh?’ she suggests, and, right away, Fia looks suitably alert. 

‘Of course!’ She finds a surface on which to deposit her empty mimosa glass. What a disappointment that had been, many years ago now, to learn that the American mimosa was no more than an Irish Buck’s Fizz. ‘Can’t wait to meet her!’

‘Meet him, you mean,’ Celia returns. She leads them both through a few clusters of people, until she’s reaching up to tap someone on the shoulder. 

Very much a ‘him’ then, Fia thinks. This guy – apparently her mentee – must be nearing six feet tall. She pictures the desk that, just last week, had been wedged into the corner of her little office, practically forming a right angle with her own desk. That she might be sharing such close quarters with a boy had, for some reason, not even occurred to her before now. The small space is shrinking by the minute in her mind. She only hopes she’s managed to conceal her dismay by the time this stranger in his navy-blue suit turns around to look at Celia. 

And then, as he does, dismay suddenly becomes the least of it. All at once, Fia feels the breath sucked from her body, every last bit of her sunny disposition stolen within seconds. 

Dark hair, dark eyes, the beginnings of a summer tan. It looks like him. 

And yet … no, she thinks. It can’t be. 

Can it?

Her mind races, tries to find the glitch in the system here, the flaw in her own faculties. Is this an error of perception or of memory? It has to be one or the other – and, suddenly, she finds herself paralysingly unsure of which. It’s been such a long time, after all – years, by now, since the two of them last laid eyes on one another.

‘Benjamin, let me introduce you to Fia Callaghan,’ Celia says then, her voice as brisk and bright as ever. ‘She’ll be your mentor for the summer. Fia, meet Benjamin Lowry.’

This serves not so much as an introduction but as an utterly dismal, dreaded confirmation. It is him. Really and truly.

‘Oh my God!’ Fia exclaims. The words fly out of her mouth before she can stop them, in direct contravention of her long-held and unfailingly successful policy: no displays of emotion in the office. She feels like her accent gets about 30 per cent more Irish than usual, to boot. 

Celia looks very surprised – because overall it probably is a very surprising outburst – and Fia chokes out a little half-cough.

‘Sorry. I, uh … hi,’ she manages then, her voice sounding slightly more normal. Still, though, could she be having a stroke right now? Does someone in the vicinity need to act F.A.S.T.? In what could well be the last few seconds of full mobility she has left, she watches her own hand reaching out in greeting, as though it belongs to someone else entirely.

‘I’m Fia,’ she hears herself say. 

And then, for what feels like a very long time (though in reality may be very little), he just looks at her. Benjamin does. Benjamin Lowry. Here, at her place of work. Benjamin Lowry. 

Fia finds her breath hitching in her chest as she waits for whatever is to come next. An exclamation, a revelation … an apology, maybe? Needless to say, she wouldn’t mind one of those, though given the choice, she’d very much prefer to receive it without an audience.

‘… Hi,’ he replies eventually.

That, apparently, is the height of it. That’s all he has to say. He reaches out to meet her handshake, his fingers closing around hers, and what he looks, more than anything, is confused. Confounded, even. He looks pretty close to how she feels. Immediately, it is obvious to Fia that this is not some sort of plan on his part. It’s not a trap, not a trick. He was no more expecting to see her today than she was expecting to see him.

Meanwhile, Celia appears happy as a clam. ‘Fia’s part of our private client team,’ she swoops in easily. ‘Which – I may be biased, but I have to say – I think is secretly the best one in the whole place. And Fia’s one of our brightest associates – soon to be senior associates.’

Is there a little bit of a wink in her tone as she says that last bit, Fia wonders? A promise hidden underneath the quick smile tossed in her direction? It’s extremely fortunate that Celia Hannity, of all the partners at ZOLA, happens to be Fia’s direct boss – the head of the private client department. Right from the beginning, she has always seemed to be on Fia’s side. Fia can’t claim to be entirely sure why. That Celia was born, apparently, into a family of proudly blue-collar Irish Americans maybe hadn’t hurt. ‘We Irish girls have to stick together,’ she has been known to proclaim, on more than one occasion.

Right now, though, she’s turned her attention back to Benjamin. ‘So, like we said in your final interview, you’ll be assigned work from all our departments,’ she’s telling him, ‘and from time to time you might relocate to be closer to different teams as the work demands. Fia’s office is going to be your home base, though. She’s here to point you in the right direction with assignments, answer any questions you might have … just think of her as your big sister for the summer.’

At this suggestion, an expression settles on Benjamin’s face that, in other circumstances, Fia might actually somewhat enjoy. Bug-eyed and horrified, he looks like a guy in a hostage video. It could pass for nerves, though – probably.

‘Got it,’ he says, and Celia smiles warmly.

‘All right, well, great! I’ll be rounding everyone up soon, but there’s a little bit of time before we have to head downstairs, so I’ll leave you guys to get acquainted,’ she replies. 

With that, she disappears – off, no doubt, to make another introduction – and Fia and Benjamin just stare at one another. 

In the silence that follows, it feels as though children could be born and raised. They could graduate and get married, take a cruise and die of old age. And yet, somehow, Fia Callaghan and Benjamin Lowry are still standing here, on a rooftop in Midtown Manhattan, astonishment pulsing silently between them. 

‘So, how’ve you been?’ Benjamin asks eventually, ever the wisecracker. 

Fia scowls, feeling in absolutely no mood for comedy. Instinctively, her eyes dart around, looking for somewhere they might escape listening ears. Save for off the side of the building (which seems extreme), the only option is inside, to the little vestibule that houses the lifts. Of course, it’s glass fronted – at ZOLA, all the doors and walls are made of glass to the maximum extent permitted by modern engineering. There is really no such thing as privacy in this place. But it’s as good as they’re going to get right now. 

She yanks her head in that direction and, wordlessly, Benjamin follows her as she marches over to the vestibule. 

‘How’ve I been?’ she hisses in return, once they’re inside it. ‘Ben! What the fuck?! What are you doing here?’

‘What are you doing here?’ he counters, and he sounds every single bit as agitated as her now. He still, she notes, has that very slight hint of a North Carolina drawl. 

‘I work here, obviously.’

He shakes his head, as though in nothing less than disgust. ‘I can see that,’ he says icily.

Fia offers no reply. Her blood is pumping urgently through her veins, making her feel panicked, out of control. In such a context, words seem to fail her. What she wants, ideally, is to be able to let out an almighty screech, even if just for her own sense of release. Of course, she can’t do that. The walls are only so soundproof. And, in fact, there has perhaps been a little too much gesticulating – on both their parts – already. Even the way they are standing probably seems more like two people about to begin a fencing match than two new co-workers getting to know one another, buoyed by a mutual love for American jurisprudence. 

She forces herself to take a few deep breaths. She paces the perimeter of the small space, consciously willing her body to relax. 

‘Look, you can’t be here,’ she says, as soon as she feels able to speak once more. ‘That’s just the bottom line. I’m sorry. You’re going to have to quit.’

What is blatantly obvious to her seems not remotely so to Benjamin – though that, she supposes, is nothing new.

‘Are you kidding me?’ he replies, quick as a flash. ‘Do you know what I had to go through to get this gig? I would’ve had an easier time getting into fucking NASA for the summer.’

As it happens, Fia actually knows this to be true. In the US legal market, the summer associateship – coming as it does between the penultimate and final years of law school – is viewed as a vital step towards securing one’s job prospects as a fully fledged attorney. Landing a position isn’t easy, especially not at the larger commercial law firms. Now that she thinks about it, she’s more than a little surprised that Benjamin Lowry, of all people, has evidently made it to the other side of that particular obstacle course. 

Probably, she realizes, his parents know a guy. Plenty of that goes on, too. 

‘Well, we’re going to have to get you reassigned, at least,’ she says, thinking on her feet. ‘Having you at the firm for the summer might be one thing, but having you in my office is … another.’

He shrugs. ‘Cool with me.’

And isn’t that so like him? No initiative, no follow-through. Just that same laissez-faire attitude she suddenly remembers perfectly. It restokes in Fia a very particular kind of exasperation. Nothing irritates her more than people who describe themselves as chill – as though that makes any kind of grammatical sense, as though it is a good thing. Don’t they realize the inherent selfishness of that? Don’t they realize the burden it puts on others?

Her eyes drift back outside to the terrace, and she can see that the summer associates are being corralled now in preparation for their tour of the building. They’ll be heading this way, Celia Hannity at the helm, any minute. 

Benjamin lets his gaze follow hers deliberately. ‘So. I guess you can’t exactly kick me out for no reason, right? Do you wanna tell the partners about our … situation?’ he asks. ‘Or shall I?’

That’s when Fia realizes. He has her over a barrel here. What’s more, he fucking knows it. 

She very, very much does not want anyone to be telling the partners about their situation. That is true even setting aside her promotion prospects and thinking only of her professional standing and general personal dignity. 

She inhales deeply through her nose and exhales just as deeply, the way Adriene does in yoga. It’s nowhere near as cleansing as she might have hoped. But perhaps it does bring a certain clarity, an acceptance of the inescapable. 

‘All right, Benjamin. You know what? Fine. Fine!’ She is unable to prevent her voice rising slightly, in a fashion she’s sure he would term hysterical. ‘It’s ten weeks. If you have to be here, then you have to be here. I suppose we’re just going to have to get through it.’

She glances outside once again, clocks the herd in motion. Within ten seconds, she knows, they will come through the vestibule doors, and Benjamin will be swept up into their midst. Nonetheless, she’s not done here. And the thing – the one key thing – she has to say to him, she knows she can say fast. 

She turns back towards him, her eyes narrowing to a squint. ‘But I really think we should go ahead and get divorced, don’t you?’



   
Chapter Two

Fia doesn’t wait for the lifts. She can’t bear to cram into one alongside Benjamin – or alongside anyone else, for that matter. Instead, the moment the vestibule begins to fill with people, she slips into the back stairwell. As fast as her high heels can carry her, she skips down the stairs, taking them two at a time, three at a time.

She must have gone down ten floors already when she trips, her ankle seizing painfully. She’s a runner – she knows enough to feel confident that there’s nothing seriously wrong – but it makes her stop all the same, a curse hissed instinctively into the silence. It’s then she realizes that she’s breathless, that her head is spinning madly.

She clutches at the banister and waits for this dizziness to subside, attempting to somehow gather herself. Of course, a bomb (in the form of a human being) has just detonated right in front of her. She can hardly blame her body for noticing it. Nevertheless, it wouldn’t do for anyone to see her like this. She operates in a certain way at ZOLA, after all: a place for everything, and everything in its place. That goes for her own emotions every bit as much as for all those hard-copy documents the firm insists she retain in duplicate. 

She will go down to the lobby, she decides, giving her head a little shake. Logic, problem-solving, objectivity – those are the parts of herself she needs to reach for, now more than ever. She begins to walk again, making herself breathe evenly, all the way down fifty more flights of stairs. This time, she moves slowly. She allows herself at least that brief respite, at least these few stolen moments of solitude. 

Once she’s reached the lobby, though, bodies zipping around her in all directions, there is nothing else for it. No matter that the anonymity of Madison Avenue seems to call to her – no matter the urge to just run, her sore ankle be damned – she has no choice but to take the lift all the way back up to her little office on the fifty-eighth floor and try to recommence some semblance of a morning.

Apparently, the summer associates will be occupied with welcome and training sessions for the entire remainder of the day. And so, that’s something. What it turns out to provide for Fia, more than anything else, is plenty of lovely time to stare out the window, questioning all the choices she’s ever made in her life and where they’ve got her. 

By noon, she hasn’t done a tap of work. Instead, she sips absently at her coffee, gazing out at Manhattan in the June sunshine, at the endless windows of other office buildings just like her own. Her mind just won’t stop racing as she tries, yet again, to devise a way out of this thing. 

She could say that she’s reassessed her workload, realized that she simply doesn’t have the capacity to take on a summer associate this year after all.

Immediately, though, the flaw in that thinking is evident to her. Absolutely everyone at ZOLA is busy, all the time. Complaining about this unchangeable reality has a way of making people look not so much overworked as under-efficient. And what was it Celia said back in the spring? She said that Fia needed some formal experience of supervising others before the firm could promote her. The type of thing she already does with the paralegals is good, but it doesn’t quite tick the box. 

The prospect of said box being left unticked, maybe for a whole ’nother year, does not exactly fill Fia with joy. At this point, she is quite keen to begin doing, on an official basis, the job she has actually already been doing for some time now, albeit with none of the accompanying benefits: senior associate. The bumped up title and pay grade feel tantalizingly close.

Some sort of exchange, then, perhaps. Might there be any way to make that happen without, as Benjamin had implied earlier, having to spill all the mortifying details of their history? Without having to publicly out herself, to all her bosses and co-workers, as a total moron? If there is, Fia can’t think of it. How can she go to Celia Hannity and say: ‘about the summer associates. I want one, I just don’t want that one?’ 

She can’t, really. An explanation would inevitably be required. 

She’s draining the last of her coffee, every drop like liquid hopelessness, when, in the atrium outside her office, a kerfuffle catches her attention.

Around the perimeter of the fifty-eighth floor, all the lawyers’ doors and walls are made, needless to say, of glass – and beyond, in the open-plan area, sit two dozen paralegals and secretaries. There is absolutely nothing Fia can do inside her little cubby – as a matter of fact, she’d wager there is nothing she does do – without being observed by at least one of them. But then, that works both ways. Sitting up a bit straighter at her desk now, craning her neck a little, she can see a horde of people lingering by the printers.

It’s the summer associates, she realizes, presumably being in some way instructed or inducted. She finds Benjamin amid the group fairly easily, now that she knows enough to look for him. The morning’s events, then, were not some sort of psychological break on her part, some horrendous dissociation with reality. He’s actually here.

For no other reason than that the opportunity presents itself, Fia studies him for a moment. It is, first of all, entirely bizarre to see him in a suit. In her mind, he exists in shorts and T-shirts, perhaps jeans and a button-down at a push. She would once have imagined he’d look utterly ridiculous in more formal attire. He doesn’t, though – she has to admit that, as she takes in every inch of him, from his dark brown hair all the way down to his fancy leather dress shoes. Of course, he’s one of the older people in the bunch – maybe even the oldest. But that is not necessarily any bad thing. So many of the other summer associates just have that look, like kids dressed up in their parents’ clothes. Benjamin – again, honesty compels Fia to admit it – wears his extra few years well.

Weirdly, the whole exercise makes her wonder what she looks like today – or rather, what she looked like when he first set eyes on her earlier. 

This is weird because, of all the topics that Fia’s brain is known to rewind and review on a loop, her own physical appearance is very rarely among them. 

Of course, there was a short while, in adolescence, when she fretted over this or that, when she was convinced that her future success and happiness – both with the opposite sex and in general – was linked to making herself look a certain way. However, she had realized earlier than most that what society valued in women, much more so than great beauty, was simply thinness. If thinness was combined with any sort of nonthreatening aesthetic, then of course a woman’s life was not necessarily going to be a bed of roses, but her appearance was not going to be a thing making it any more difficult. She could get a job, get a man, get an outfit, all without undue hassle. 

Fia happens to be thin – wiry, she’d probably say, herself – and she seems destined always to be so. And honestly, that has taken a lot of the pressure off, looks-wise. She does not think she could develop Kardashian curves if she tried, and she suspects she might not be the most elegant walker in heels – but she has long legs, lean arms, and she enjoys the sense of herself as being somehow a little scrappy. She feels capable inside her own body. In this regard, as in most others, she is pragmatic.

Still, she finds herself taking out a little compact mirror from her handbag, peering into it discreetly at her desk.

She’s not sure what she was expecting to see, really. It’s just her face: pale skin, blue eyes, red hair that, blessedly, remains mostly contained within its bun at the nape of her neck. Left to its own devices, Fia’s hair is a bird’s nest of curls reaching halfway down her back. There’s a way to wrangle it – to make it look much more like a statement than a surrender. On the occasions over the years when she has committed herself to a multistage process of combing, diffusing and seruming, she’s actually received some very effusive compliments about it, mainly from drunk strangers in public bathrooms. At work, though, for lack of the time or energy to do much else, she always goes for the bun. 

‘You look stunning,’ comes a voice then, and Fia freezes instantly. This time, she doesn’t even need to look up to know exactly who it is. 



   
Chapter Three

‘As ever,’ Benjamin continues drolly, looking right at her    as he speaks. It doesn’t feel like a compliment, though – not really. 

Fia just scowls in response, every bit of the loathing she feels for this man reflected right back at her in his expression. 

She snaps her little mirror closed decisively, pushing it into a desk drawer. How maddening to have been caught looking at herself, by him. How – she hates this word but there is no other – how disempowering, somehow. 

Stepping into the office now, the door swinging closed behind him, Benjamin stares over at the desk intended to be his. He makes no move to sit down at it, though. Instead, he stays at the perimeter, leaning his weight against the glass wall. There’s a ZOLA-branded ring binder in his hand, together with a ZOLA-branded pen, and he brandishes them. 

‘So, I have to go around and fill in some information about a bunch of people in different practice areas within the firm. Starting with you, as my … mentor,’ he says, as though the term tastes like bile on his tongue. ‘It’s like a get-to-know-you thing.’

‘What?’ Fia asks.

Benjamin huffs impatiently. ‘It’s an exercise to help the summer associates get to know—’

‘No, I understood you,’ she interrupts. ‘I just …’

Fia finds herself trailing off with a mirthless, disbelieving little laugh. Then, she begins again, more purpose in her voice this time. ‘First of all, we already know each other, Ben – more’s the pity. And, second of all, do you really think that should be our priority here? Your fucking worksheet?’

He shrugs, the gesture somehow detached and defiant at once. ‘What would you rather talk about?’

‘Hmm,’ she replies, affecting rumination. ‘Well, let’s review. You might remember I agreed – out of the sheer goodness of my heart, I might add – to do you a favour, and—’ 

‘Oh yeah, sure looks like that’s what’s happened here,’ he interjects, glancing pointedly around the office. ‘Somebody’s done somebody a favour all right, Fia. Jesus Christ.’

Fia cannot remotely fathom what he’s trying to get at with that one. It’s the least of her concerns, though. By now, there have been several hours of build-up towards saying her piece on this subject, and she’s keen to get back to saying it. 

‘—and I put off dealing with the divorce,’ she continues heatedly, ‘like you asked. And where did it get me? Oh, that’s right. Emailing your Hotmail account over and over again, like some kind of teenage headcase. Having five hundred conversations with your voicemail service. Tell me you aren’t going to pretend all that somehow failed to reach you.’

‘It reached me all right,’ he replies gruffly. 

Fia barely hears him, barely pauses for breath. ‘Meanwhile, from you … tumbleweed! Crickets!’

‘Oh, say more metaphors, please,’ is his only reply, and this time, Fia makes herself stop to take it in. When she does, she’s unable even to summon a response. She exhales a slow, shaky breath of some emotion she cannot exactly name.

Whatever it is, though, the strangest thing is that she’s fairly sure it’s not actually about him. Or at least, it is not only about him. It’s about the reflection of him on her. The physical manifestation of Benjamin Lowry – the biggest mistake she’s ever made in her life – turns out to be so much worse than the mere thought of him, not least in terms of the impact on her own self-esteem. How had she ever got herself into this situation? How has she failed, even after all this time, to get herself back out of it? She thinks of all her little lists, all the emails she sends on a daily basis: just following up on the below; I note it has been twenty-one days since our last correspondence; regrettably my client has been left with no option but to escalate this matter. Somehow, the efforts she makes as other people’s lawyer, all the ways she tries so hard to stay efficient, stay on-track, don’t seem to have extended into her own life – or, into this part of it, at least.

When she speaks again, her voice is quieter. ‘Look, we had our … ups and downs,’ she says, and she decides to ignore the I’ll say expression that leaps to his face. ‘But, believe it or not, I really never thought you were a fundamentally terrible person, Benjamin. And maybe more fool me. ’Cause the fact of the matter is, I haven’t heard one single word from you in …’ She counts backwards in her head, hardly able to believe the number when she reaches it. ‘Nearly eight years. Not one single word,’ she repeats slowly. ‘And now here you are, invading my life. I think you could at least have the decency to apologize.’ 

It’s the most sincere thing she’s said to him – certainly so far today, and perhaps ever. With it, she seems to take a bit of the wind out of his sails. He stands a little straighter, as if, at last, some part of what she’s said is beginning to register. 

For what feels like a very long moment, he just stares at her, the muscles in his jaw tensing visibly. His dark eyes are as intense as they have ever been. Fia looks right back at him, her gaze unwavering. If this is a competition, it is – as ever – one she’s determined to win. 

‘… You’re right,’ he replies eventually, and there’s a satisfying sort of simplicity to the admission. ‘I’m sorry.’

Fia’s mouth falls open slightly. She has never once heard those two words from Benjamin Lowry’s lips, and she’d have bet her bottom dollar that she never would. They’re so wholly unprecedented that she doesn’t quite know how to process them. 

‘I … should have reached out to you,’ he continues uneasily. ‘I guess I just … got busy.’

And, with those two words, any hope of detente vanishes as quickly as it began to flicker. Just like that, Fia finds herself incensed once more. 

‘You got busy?’ she repeats.

That she is still managing to keep any sort of a lid on her emotions – to restrict herself to a hissed, sitcom-esque shriek – is evidence only of her practice in this regard. There is, after all, a very particular ecosystem to a big international law firm, with all its gloss and glass. Fia has had to train herself into – and out of – a lot in order to succeed here.

‘Busy doing what?’ she barks out, when no further reply from Benjamin seems forthcoming.

Still, he says nothing – or, at least, he says nothing within the three seconds she allocates for his response.

‘Seriously,’ she continues, her voice rising a little in sarcasm. ‘If you’re going to be here, we should probably at least get caught up, don’t you think? What have you been spending your precious time on, Benjamin? When you haven’t been stonewalling me, obviously.’

She leans back slightly in her chair, crossing one leg over the other deliberately, as though she’s settling in for a saga. Unabashed now in her inspection of him, she keeps her eyes fixed on his.

For a moment, he just stares back at her. It’s not a matter of whether he’ll engage with this line of questioning – Fia knows that instinctively. It’s a matter of how. He’s weighing her, somehow, weighing his options. And then his response, when it finally comes, is as mild as if they were two strangers discussing the weather. 

‘Video games, mainly,’ he says. 

She blinks. ‘What?’

‘I was working as a developer and tester for a video games company.’

From this, the absolute bare minimum of information, Fia conjures the impression of a very insubstantial endeavour, but one that might be associated with a lot of perks and personal autonomy. It seems, in short, like the perfect job for him. 

‘Okay. And so, what? One day – poof – you decided you wanted to be a lawyer?’

Although she would deny it convincingly, she can’t help but find herself a smidge intrigued by this career change – surely a fairly unusual one for anyone and all the more so for a guy like him. 

Once again, Benjamin lets his gaze drift around the space. ‘I mean, not really this kind of lawyer …’

He trails off, and Fia pounces. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Well – how can I put it?’ he says, and the vaguely superior expression on his face drives her crazy. ‘That – uh, I don’t even know what we’d call it – cornucopia of mini muffins in the break room looked nice and all, but it’s not exactly why I’m going to law school – you know what I’m saying?’

Even Fia herself would not have expected that this – this – would be the bridge too far, bearing in mind all the other bridges that Benjamin has blazed past today already. It’s true that there are always a lot of free mini muffins in the break room. And Fia loves them. She eats at least three a day, on account of their being so mini and her days often being so long. She cannot have them insulted. 

‘Oh my God! So, then, why are you even here?!’ she just about explodes. ‘If you’d rather go and fight the power in some shitty Portakabin somewhere, now would be a great time to do it!’

As far as Fia can see, that would solve everyone’s problems – or at least the one most obviously confronting them right now. Benjamin, however, seems wholly unmoved by the suggestion. 

‘My mother wanted me to do a summer in corporate law, just to rule it out,’ he says. ‘So, here I am. Ruling it out.’

Subconsciously, Fia shakes her head a little in response. Unbelievable. And yet, so entirely believable. ‘Wow. And how old are you again now, Ben?’ she murmurs, although of course she knows perfectly well. He is one year younger than her: 29. ‘When do you reckon you might stop letting your mam brush your hair?’

At this, she watches a shadow of what might be embarrassment cross his features. Good, she thinks. By this stage of her life, she has met one too many men who seem like overgrown babies, men who are all about start-ups and idealism and ‘disrupting’ things, and who are always – always – funded by someone else. 

‘You know what? Screw you, Fia,’ he replies.

A playground sort of insult, really, but the way in which he delivers it – spits the words out at her – somehow feels weighty. It feels cutting, and ugly. 

He flips open his ring binder, pen poised. ‘Just answer these stupid questions so I can get out of here,’ he continues, his voice flat as he stares at the sheet in front of him. ‘Number one: “What does your role at ZOLA involve?”. Feel free to be extremely brief.’

Fia lets the question hang in the air for a second. Not deliberately – it’s just that she’s struck anew by the grim reality of their situation. They are really doing this, she realizes. This is the first of many occasions, over the next ten weeks, on which she and Benjamin Lowry will have to pretend. They’ll have to keep their shared secret, play their respective roles as best they can. She takes a deep breath in and out, feeling as though she is steeling herself not just for the present task but for all the ones that are to come. 

‘Well, it sounds like you’ve figured out that we deal with rich people here,’ she offers eventually. ‘And rich companies. I’d have thought you’d feel right at home.’ She smiles snarkily at him, but his expression remains unmoved. Thus, she continues. ‘Most of our business is generated from corporate work – mergers and acquisitions, commercial real estate, and so on. But we also have a small private client department, because you know what sometimes happens to rich people?’ 

Benjamin offers no response, just stares back at her expectantly. 

‘They die,’ Fia continues plainly. ‘And we don’t want all those billable hours winding up in some other law firm, now, do we? No. Sorry if that offends your delicate sensibilities, Benjamin, but we don’t. That’s where I come in. I deal with private tax planning for our high-value clients: their trusts and estates, their wills and probate. Other … family matters.’

What precisely such matters tend to be, Fia finds herself disinclined to get into right now. And Benjamin, evidently sorely lacking in lawyerly curiosity, doesn’t ask. 

‘Fine,’ he says, scribbling away in his file. ‘Question two: “How did you get here?”’ At this, he looks up at her, his eyes flashing. ‘Well, I guess I pretty much know the answer to that one,’ he continues, all rancour. ‘But don’t worry, I won’t write it on the form.’



   
Chapter Four

How did she get here? 

The question rings in Fia’s ears long after Benjamin hightails it out of her office. Of course, she knows that so far as his induction exercise was concerned, he’d been supposed to enquire in a purely professional sense. What dominates her thoughts, now, though … that’s undeniably of a much more personal nature. 

The truth is that, most of the time, in life, human beings behave predictably. Not always perfectly, not without a few false starts or wrong turns or long ways around – but there is, generally, some sense of a natural evolution, of one thing leading logically to another.

Other times, more rarely, people do things that don’t make any sense, things for which there is simply no explanation. If they happened on a television drama, fans would take to Twitter and criticize the writing. That was just so out of character, they’d say. It stretches credibility – it’s a bolt from the blue. I don’t buy it.

Getting married to Benjamin Lowry was, for Fia Callaghan, one of those things. 

She is analytical by nature, though. She cannot help but try to come up with some sort of rationalization.

First of all, they were in Las Vegas. 

Looking back on the whole thing, Fia actually blames the city of Las Vegas for most of it. 

After all, before that summer, her life had been proceeding very normally. At the very least, no legally binding commitments had worked their way into the mix.

Having freshly completed her final year of university, Fia spent most of the summer in question working as a camp counsellor. Quite how she’d even landed the position was unclear to her – certainly, she hadn’t needed to demonstrate any particular talent or experience with children. One single form, filled out at a careers fair with the free pen provided, and the rest seemed to do itself. Before she knew it, she was jetting out of Dublin airport and heading to north-west Oregon, a place to which she had never previously given one single moment’s thought in her life. 

Camp Birchwood turned out to be all tall trees and wide lakes, the nearest town an hour’s drive away. In other words, it was a make your own fun sort of situation. And Benjamin Lowry certainly liked to make his own fun. Hailing from somewhere in North Carolina, he’d travelled all the way across the country to arrive in Oregon, but no one would have guessed it. Within thirty minutes, Benjamin’s laugh was ringing out constantly across Camp Birchwood; his name seemed to be on everyone’s lips, as though he had never lived a day anywhere else.

Although he was only very slightly younger than her and employed in an identical role, it soon became clear to Fia that working alongside Benjamin was like having another child in tow – another person all too ready to play a prank, pick a fight, ask her why seven times. 

‘I say let’s just wing it,’ he was known to proclaim at regular intervals. Or, sometimes, ‘It’ll all work itself out.’ Or, quite often, as the weeks wore on, ‘I swear to fucking Christ, Fia, if you say one more word …’

It was quite a remarkable feat, really, that whatever Benjamin Lowry’s opinion over the course of summer 2015, Fia tended to have the very opposite view. And neither of them were shy about expressing themselves. At times, Benjamin seemed, in fact, to almost enjoy swearing that what Fia called black was truly white. For her own part, Fia certainly didn’t seek out this antagonism; she hadn’t experienced anything like it with classmates or colleagues past. She really wasn’t, in her own view, a particularly confrontational sort of person. But there was just something about Benjamin. Their relationship seemed to come with frustration, with a kind of tension, built into it. 

That Benjamin was very evidently a rich-boy hadn’t helped matters. Fia had an instinctive, dearly held dislike of rich-boys. More so even than dislike, it was a matter of distrust. She didn’t trust Benjamin’s rich-boy hair or his rich-boy sporting abilities, his rich-boy enthusiasm and joviality. Everyone else might have eaten it up (everyone else absolutely did eat it up), but not her. She could see that he was fundamentally cocky, careless, insincere. Meanwhile, she couldn’t have ventured to guess at her own core deficiencies – but, whatever they were, Benjamin Lowry seemed uniquely placed to perceive them. 

All in all, it made for an interesting summer, to say the least. The situation was unbelievably aggravating, at times confusing, but inherently temporary, of course – and certainly never boring.

By mid-August, the children were dispatched back to their parents, and Camp Birchwood’s dozen or so counsellors arranged a long weekend away to mark the end of their time together. The summer had flown past; soon, Fia would be back in Dublin, taking her first steps into the legal profession. The Vegas weekend was a last blowout before everyone returned to their respective lives, and in hindsight, this – the very theme of the trip – was perhaps never going to make for top-class decision-making from anyone involved. 

Immediately upon arrival, Las Vegas seemed weird to Fia. There were escalators and moving walkways dotted along the Strip for maximum convenience – yes, right there on the street, in the open air. Slap bang in the middle of all the action, hordes of tourists were queuing excitedly to climb a replica of the Eiffel Tower. Per a wholehearted recommendation from their hotel concierge, the gang from Camp Birchwood spent an entire afternoon cruising the elaborate ‘Venice canals’ – which, in fact, were housed inside a shopping mall, complete with imitation gondolas and a painted blue sky above them.

Afterwards, as their little group wandered the streets, taking in the sights and sounds of the place, even the mountains in the distance somehow looked to Fia like they must be part of a film set. Everywhere, people were drinking, and everywhere, people were dressed in all manner of costumes – some for what seemed like professional reasons and some for what seemed like no reason at all. It was all very kitschy, very carnivalesque. The normal rules of life simply did not seem to apply here. 

In short, even stone cold sober, there was an overwhelming sense of the surreal. 

And, on the night it all went down, Fia was so, so far from stone cold sober. 

Vast quantities of alcohol were consumed by her, by Benjamin, and by everyone else besides. This was not, at least on her end, because she was masking a secret pain, or because she needed the sambuca in order to feel confident, or because she was in some masochistic way intent on self-sabotage. It was because she was 22 years old and, for the first time in ten weeks, there were no American children for whom she was directly responsible. Presented with the chance to let loose in a way she hadn’t felt able to all summer, Fia was inclined to take it.

Furthermore, the drinks were free. That was a critical point, actually. All the casinos, in an effort to retain custom and encourage gambling, gave out endless drinks to college kids for free. The most cursory glance at their IDs (some of which were not even especially good fakes) was all it seemed to take.

Hours passed, that night, in a blur of neon lights and palm trees, games machines and card tables. At some point, a very sweet Texan named Brittany was seized with the sudden impulse to get a tattoo. Things everyone had previously known about Brittany included that she was studying to become a diabetes nurse, and that she was wholeheartedly convinced she would ultimately give birth to triplets, or at least twins, because they ran in her family – probably, she thought, this would happen within the next five years; she wanted to be a young mother. It was with some surprise, then, that Fia watched as the words Yaaas Queen were printed in bold black ink on this girl’s upper arm. But nonetheless, Fia whooped and hollered her support right alongside the rest of the gang. 

She can remember, after that, standing in a huddle on the Strip, everyone rowdy and buzzed. The night air was dry and thick, as though heat were being pumped out by some unseen generator. Fia would not have been a bit surprised to find that it was. More fakery.

‘Oh my God, you guys!’ a slurred voice offered then. ‘You know what we should do? For real …? Someone should get married!’

Much surrounding giddiness ensued, with the general consensus being that, yes, this was an excellent idea. It made only good sense. When in Rome, and so on. 

‘It should be you guys!’ someone else piped up, pointing at Fia and Benjamin. 

‘Oh my God, can you imagine?! They’d kill each other!’ 

‘I don’t know! You guys already argue like an old married couple sometimes!’ 

Through all this laughter and noise, Fia glanced across at Benjamin.

‘Nah,’ he said quietly, and even in his drunken state, he managed – with the quick rise of his eyebrows, the focus of his stare – to achieve what must surely have been the desired effect. ‘Far too sensible, aren’t you, Irish?’

She looked right back at him, undaunted. ‘Let’s just say I’m not sure you’re husband material, Benjamin.’

That was all it took, thankfully, for the idea to be dropped – exchanged, instead, for more drinking, more dancing, more spectacle and silliness into the wee hours. It must have been nearly 3 a.m. by the time Fia was standing at that craps table, watching as some stranger rolled the dice. She was hammered by then, well and truly, and glad of a solid surface to lean against, when a familiar voice emerged from behind her. 

‘To think, we could be man and wife already,’ Benjamin said, low and scratchy, the words murmured right into her ear. 

He lingered there for a moment, and she could feel his breath against her skin, could smell the mixture of alcohol and something else. The sensation sent a peculiar shiver through her.

Following his gaze, Fia looked over to the very far end of the casino. She could make out the words WEDDING CHAPEL written above an archway. She snorted out a laugh, twisting herself around just enough to see him properly.

‘Oh yeah, right,’ she said. ‘You wouldn’t have done it.’

‘You wouldn’t have done it,’ he countered, his face inches from hers. 

More so than anything that came before or afterwards, it was the one moment of the whole cursed night that – even years later – Fia would remember with shocking clarity: she and Benjamin Lowry looking at one another as if that crowded casino were some sort of hunting ground and they were the only two creatures there – as if they had been trying for the entire summer to outrun each other and still had no clear consensus as to who was the pursuer and who was the prey. 

It was a moment, between the pair of them, of utter madness. Not of frenzy, but of madness nonetheless.

Almost a decade later, Fia sits in the office of her fancy New York law firm, allegedly all grown up now. And still, her memories after that point are patchy – they come back only in fragments, like flashes from a nightmare. What she can seem to access, more so than any verb or adjective, is a sensation. The feeling of knowing that Benjamin Lowry expected her to back out of this thing and knowing that she absolutely wasn’t going to – knowing that in fact he’d be the one to back out, even though, somehow, he hadn’t, not yet … 

She remembers that same, overwhelming sense of the surreal – the utterly laughable and ludicrous – that she’d felt everywhere else in Las Vegas. They were in a room dressed up to look like a sort of church, but it wasn’t one really. The officiant was playing at being Dolly Parton, and Fia was playacting too. This was all a lark, the last in a long line of times she and Benjamin had fought to get the last word.

Fia remembers all of that, and then she remembers realizing, in a hazy sort of way, that the whole thing was – maybe – over? At that point in her life, she had never attended a wedding ceremony that had lasted any less than ninety minutes at a bare minimum. Without all the hymns and the readings and the other God bits, though, it turned out that Dolly Parton could really crack on with things.




   
Chapter Five

By the time that Fia steps off the subway, after day one of Benjamin’s summer associateship, it’s past 9 p.m. She had a lot of catching up to do, work-wise, in the afternoon, and as the time wore on, she let herself get lost in it. She found herself, on this one occasion, actually almost appreciating the all-consuming, endless nature of it. 

Even on ordinary days, Fia is often in the office long after her contracted hours. A certain level of stress has come to feel normal. And there are certainly, she reminds herself at regular intervals, worse ways to earn a living. She’s lucky to have her job. Absolutely no one would have ever predicted she’d end up working on the fifty-eighth floor of a building in Midtown Manhattan – least of all her. There are, after all, a whole lot of lawyers out there in the world. Very early on in her career, she divided them in her own mind into three broad categories:

Firstly, there were those who liked the notion of power and prestige. Often, it turned out that these people’s fathers had also been lawyers – or judges, sometimes. 

Then, there were those who had watched Erin Brockovich at a formative age or who had perhaps gone through some horrendous personal ordeal or who had otherwise come to genuinely care a lot about, like, justice. 

And, finally, there were the people who had simply been good at school, but in more of a words sort of way than a numbers sort of way. This last group accounted, in Fia’s experience, for a huge proportion of the legal profession, and she had always considered herself very definitely among it. 

When she first began as a trainee solicitor at ZOLA’s Dublin branch, there had been nothing much to suggest that she was special, that she might one day find herself parachuted out of there – and to America, at that. Back then, the London office was the carrot. That was the place to which unsatisfied employees might legitimately hope to be transferred or sent on secondment. But to the New York office? The San Francisco office? They were so patently out of reach as not even to be weaponized for purposes of recruitment and retention. It would have been borderline unethical.

And then, on one wholly unremarkable day when Fia was 26 years old, an opportunity arose. Six months, leaving in three days’ time, just to help out on the contentious administration of one huge Manhattan estate. Just – as it eventually turned out – to work almost literally day and night sorting through boxes of documents, while still being paid her Dublin salary. Maybe other people in the Dublin office saw that reality coming. One way or another, it turned out that Fia was in the right spot. Everyone younger than her was deemed ineligible for the transfer on the grounds of inexperience. Most of the people her age or older self-selected out: they had bought a house within commuting distance of Dublin already; they had a child, perhaps, whose nursery school place had been hard won.

In the end, only three other solicitors were both sufficiently qualified for the role in New York and interested in taking it. As luck had it, all three of these people were also total dicks – not even the sort who were commonly liked by their male superiors, but the sort who were disliked wholesale. And so, armed with one single suitcase and the fervent hope it weighed less than twenty kilos, off Fia went.

All that was four years ago now. Somehow or other, once she arrived, Fia had just never left. Six months became a year, and she found an apartment, joined a bunch of social groups in the city, like an overeager fresher. A year became two, and she found a different, better apartment, managed to extract herself from the social groups she couldn’t bear any longer. Along the way, of course, she met George, settled into the sense of belonging that a relationship like that could bring. Eventually, the solidity, the (at least semi-) permanence of the situation began to dawn on her. She kind of seemed to … live here. 

More than that, to this day, she really likes living here. Even when she feels depleted, the renewable energy of this city just seems to have a way of filling her up – or at least, most of the time it does. 

This evening, she’s bonetired as she climbs back up to ground level at 77th Street station. On the street, busy people whoosh past her; crosswalks and hot-dog vendors and bodegas sprawl out in all directions, but she hardly notices any of it as she makes her way north, then east. She trudges past the ever-present scaffolding, past the forest-green awnings announcing the number of each building, towards home. 

This neighbourhood, the Upper East Side, is not generally considered a cool one in which to live. In fact, contrary to what Gossip Girl had very clearly implied in the late noughties, it is generally considered the very opposite of cool. It’s considered boring. There is no black box theatre up here and only a handful of plant-based restaurants, and almost none of the local residents appear to consider dressing for the day to be a form of performance art.

Of course, a person can absolutely still get a trendily baked Brussel sprout if they so choose. There are plenty of good coffee places, and Central Park is close by. It is by no means a wasteland. It’s just that a critical mass of music conservatories and medical establishments have created, overall, a certain impression of sedateness – at least relative to other parts of the city. 

This is all fine by Fia. She doesn’t mind that, were she ever seized with the desire to watch a moustachioed man play ping-pong over a craft beer, she would need to hop on the subway to do it. What the Upper East Side provides her, instead, is the ability to afford a very nice, remarkably spacious – albeit shared – apartment, within a short commute of her office. 

Approaching said apartment now, Fia squints up at it from the street. Back in Dublin, some of her old friends have been buying houses – not her single friends, obviously, but the ones in couples. With two salaries or parental help, it seems to be just about possible to find a fixer-upper somewhere in the city or close to it. A few people she knows have even moved deep into the countryside, begun intimidating-looking building projects, become experts on the merits and demerits of different types of sinks. 

When Fia thinks about that, it’s very hard to look up at her apartment – to think about the small fortune she haemorrhages every month, renting alongside two other people – and feel like it’s the wisest way to spend her money. But then, that’s probably just the day she’s had. Too much self-reflection, she is convinced, can be extremely bad for a person. 

Crossing the building’s lobby with a nod to her doorman, she hops in the lift, tries to pull herself together. And when she turns the key in her front door, hearing The Daily podcast on in the background, familiar chatter over the top of it, a wave of genuine gratitude overwhelms her. 

By now, she’s been in enough different living situations to know
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If you loved The Break-Up Clause, why not try Niamh’s debut novel for another hilarious and swoony romcom …
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‘Snap-crackling with wit and energy, ridiculously enjoyable’

Mhairi McFarlane

Lizzy Munro is working at the Cannes Film Festival, in a job that involves a lot more admin than red-carpet glamour.

There, Ciaran Flynn is the man everyone is talking about: heartthrob of the moment and director of the most romantic movie of the year.

What nobody knows is that twelve years ago, they were best friends … and they haven’t spoken since.

But when Ciaran’s film runs into trouble, there’s only one person he can turn to.

Is twelve days enough to save not only Ciaran’s film, but also the spark he and Lizzy once shared?

Read now!
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