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			Praise for Words Fail Me 

			‘A startling read that unfurls from a therapist’s casebook into a dark tale of righteous vengeance’

			Val McDermid

			‘Fascinating, complex and sometimes controversial – timely, relevant and filled with compassion’

			Ian Rankin

			‘This insightful and absorbing novel explores the human condition through a therapist’s lens. Both a compelling psychological study and a moving reflection on the power of words and actions, it’s a truly captivating read’

			Angela Jackson, author of The Emergence of Judy Taylor 

            
              ‘Gripping, beautifully written, and full of priceless insight, Words Fail Me is the rare novel that will enlighten you even as it entertains you. An incredible debut’

              Simon Stephenson, author of Sometimes People Die
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			Words Fail Me is entirely a work of fiction. 
The characters and their situations are 
not based on any real people, living or dead.

			*

			We must not try to cure adolescents as if they were suffering from a psychiatric disorder… 
There is only one cure for adolescence, 
and this is the passage of time

			Donald Winnicott

		

	
		
			For Ben

		

	
		
			Tomorrow, on what, according to the Met Office, is shaping up to be a gloriously warm September day, I will die so that you can live. There’s something almost elegant about that, don’t you think?

			Oh, I know, if we were having this conversation for real, you would argue that you live just fine thank you very much, you cheeky bitch; but that’s not really true, is it? Yes, you exist, as you have done since you were five, when he started hurting you. But existing is not the same as living. You’d say that no therapist in their right mind would give up their life for the sake of a client – it’s not even a thing! And I’d reply that no, I don’t suppose it is, but don’t worry, nobody will make the connection between us, and my death won’t, I imagine, make the papers.

			You’d cast up the maxim that I trotted out in your (and every client’s) first-ever session – therapists don’t save people; they help people to save themselves – asserting that what I’m about to do makes me a bad one, and I’d say yeah, fair enough, but that’s hardly relevant given that tomorrow I’m meeting my maker.

			Then, incredulous, but still curious despite yourself, you’d regard me with those pale blue eyes and chew on your lip a little before breaking out in a wavering smile and asking: you’re not serious, are you?

			And I’d say, of course I am, because you, Kass, have to live.

		

	
		
			Spring Term 2022

			Early January – late February

			High School Counselling Service (i.e., me, Jane, 41, in a very small, out-of-the-way third-floor room with a window looking out onto sky, in a big Scottish state school whose catchment covers several affluent areas and council housing estates)

			Hazel (S4)

			Age 14

			Initial appointment

			Teacher referral – Hazel disclosed eating disorder

			No other pastoral involvement that I know of

			Hazel Session 1

			‘Hi Hazel, lovely to meet you. Come on in…’

			Hazel looks around the room, shrugs off her schoolbag and sits down on the armchair. I fuss about, rifling through papers on the bookcase. I’m not actually doing anything; just giving her a moment to take in her surroundings. 

			In a room that’s only fractionally bigger than the stationery cupboard directly beneath it – I know because I’ve measured both – any scents carried in by teenage bodies, from the choke of celebrity perfumes to the vinegary hum of menstrual blood and the heady glandular funk of pits and groins awash with new and enthusiastic pubescent hormones, tend to find a captive audience in me. Hazel’s delivered a chemical kick of lemon fabric softener designed to evoke a sparkling morning on the Amalfi Coast or some such, which has immediately connected with the spore of a headache I hadn’t realised was there. 

			Hazel’s face is flushed. She’s late and probably ran across the quad to get to my room. If memory serves me, she’s come from Mandarin, which is in a shabby prefabricated outbuilding with a corrugated roof at the far end of the school.

			As long as the window stays open, we are not required to wear masks for counselling. I’d worried she would feel cold, but clad in only her shirtsleeves she doesn’t seem to have registered how glacial it is in here. In my woollen wrist warmers and knee-length faux-fur coat, I’m still chilly.

			‘Okay,’ I say, settling into my chair. You’ve come out of Mandarin, is that right?’

			‘Yes,’ says Hazel and smiles, revealing attractive protruding canines in a set of otherwise perfectly straight white teeth. No doubt she hates them.

			‘Is that a good thing then?’

			‘I’m not very good at languages,’ she explains and nibbles at the edge of her finger – a hangnail perhaps. 

			‘Me neither. What’s your favourite subject?’

			Hazel stops nibbling and considers the question, then says, ‘Probably DT.’

			‘Ah, okay. What is it about Design and Technology that you like?’

			‘I dunno. I like making things, I suppose. And I like the way the room smells, and that there’s always music on but it’s still really calm. Everyone just gets on with their own work – it’s pretty chill.’

			She doesn’t mention the teacher, but this sense of calm, of industrious autonomy, where no one mucks about, is surely their doing. I imagine a room warm even in winter, swept-up drifts of sweet-smelling sawdust and a neat wall of numbered tools, each one accounted for at the end of every lesson.

			‘It sounds lovely. I’ve never been in the department – I didn’t know it was like that.’

			Note to self: don’t pull Hazel from DT classes.

			‘Have you ever been to any sort of therapy before?’

			Hazel looks down, fiddles with the rubber band on her wrist. On another young person I’d immediately suspect the band was there as an alternative to cutting, but in the few minutes since she entered the room, she’s used it to tie up her froth of reddish blonde hair and then taken it down again at least twice. I don’t know why it doesn’t snag, like it would in my hair. I don’t know why her mother doesn’t give her proper hairbands – maybe she does, and Hazel loses them. Maybe the rubber band signifies a deeper neglect. Maybe I’m an arse for thinking that. Freud said sometimes a cigar is just a cigar. Sometimes a rubber band is just a rubber band.

			‘No, I don’t think so,’ she replies, a dismal note in the delivery, and my attention snaps back. The colour has gone from her cheeks.

			‘Okay. So, sessions are fifty minutes long, same as lessons. See the clock there? I’ll let you go a minute or so early, so you have time to get to your next class. Does that sound okay?

			‘Yes Miss.’

			‘My name is Jane, and it’s okay to just call me Jane.’

			‘Jane,’ she repeats.

			I nod. ‘So, Hazel, in this room you can say what you like, and I won’t tell anyone. There are only two exceptions to my confidentiality. Firstly, if you were to tell me anything that makes me think you are at risk of serious harm, or that someone else is, then I will have to tell Mrs Morrison, our Child Protection Officer, but in almost all circumstances I’d discuss it with you first. And by serious, I mean really serious.’ 

			She looks unconvinced, so I rattle off what, in the context of breaking confidentiality, does not constitute serious harm: smoking, vaping, drinking, smoking weed, most self-harm, sex with other young people, bitching about parents, gender issues, sexuality worries, evil thoughts, stealing…etc etc. These being the issues which, in the past, young people have assumed I would have to report. Then I add that the only other exception to my confidentiality is supervision. I have a supervisor with whom I talk about my clients. But she’s a therapist like me, works across town, is ancient, and doesn’t know anyone here. I’m also a member of a supervision group which meets infrequently online, but again, the people in the group are nothing to do with the school and are all bound by a code of ethics not to repeat what they hear.

			‘Yeah, that’s fine, except you didn’t mention, like, eating disorders… But I kind of think maybe that’s why I’m…because I need help talking to my parents…’

			Usually this is the point in a first session where the kid, having been very wary that I might contact their parents, looks to be appraising me, and it feels like a big moment. Will they or won’t they open the door to whatever mess they are in and let me walk through to them. But Hazel has just said very clearly why she is here.

			‘I see… So, you think you might have an eating disorder…’

			She squirms slightly in her seat. 

			‘Take your time. It can be hard to open up to someone you’ve just met.’

			‘It’s not that. I just, I sort of tried to say it to my dad once in the car and he said I didn’t, like, fit the criteria of someone with an eating disorder and put the radio on.’

			Nice one, Dad.

			‘What do you think he meant by that?’

			‘He meant I’m too fat.’

			‘He doesn’t understand that eating disorders aren’t really about weight.’

			Though I’m making sure that my eyes don’t drop to her body, I’ve already clocked the well-developed breasts in the pristine school shirt, then the straight sweep from her waist to her thighs encased in the ubiquitous black tube skirt (though she doesn’t hitch hers up), opaque bobbly black tights, black Converse… Neither slender nor particularly curvy, she has the ten-a-penny, utterly lovely, almost-adult physique of a hundred other girls who will rush across the quad to get to lessons today. 

			‘Can you remember when you started thinking about your body? Did someone say something?’

			I don’t add that body shaming almost always plays a part in the development of eating disorders; that they are opportunistic, searching for a chink, a tear – a way in.

			Hazel shifts forward a little in the armchair, then swallows and launches into the story she needs to tell. 

			‘I was eleven, I was still at Primary. It was the Christmas holiday and I’d had really bad flu for, like, almost two weeks. Then, on the day school started back, I got norovirus. I was puking for, like, three days. When I finally went to school my mum came with me. She wanted the school nurse to check me over. The nurse put me on the scales. My parents have scales at home, but I’d never really taken any notice of them. The ones at school were much larger, with a big round face like a clock. The nurse read out my weight and she was frowning. She pointed to the numbers and explained where I was, compared to where she thought I should be. I felt silly for not knowing there was a way my body should be. She said I’d probably lost a bit of weight because of the illnesses. Then she said it was a great excuse to eat cream cakes.’

			Hazel has been staring into the middle distance somewhere west of my knees. Now she steps out of the memory for a moment and looks at me to check I’m understanding. When she sees that I am, she goes back in.

			‘My mum thought it was so funny – getting told to eat cake. She said, ‘That’s my kind of prescription!’ She picked me up after school and we went to a café and ate éclairs. I had three – it was great. Then Auntie Gina turned up – she’s a big deal in the police force. When mum went to the loo, Auntie Gina looked at me stuffing my face and said, ‘Steady on Hazel, you don’t want to ruin your lovely new slimline figure now, do you? You look just like your mum did when she was your age.’

			Hazel pauses here, for the rush of shame necessary for her eating disorder to thrive. She’s focused on me now, desperation in her wide eyes, the first shimmer of tears.

			‘I…I was so confused. Mum and the nurse wanted me to eat loads, but now I could see that they were just being kind. I had to stay thin. I remembered the numbers on the scale. I wrote them down, and I promised myself that I’d try not to eat very much.’

			Fucking Auntie Gina. What a bastard. 

			‘I don’t think they were just being kind Hazel. And I think your auntie should not have said that to you.’

			‘I couldn’t stop thinking it. My mum is beautiful and really slim – I wanted to stay like she was when she was eleven. So, I cut right down on food and started weighing myself on my parents’ scales.’

			‘But you were still growing. You are still growing…’

			‘That doesn’t matter. I had to stop the numbers going up.’

			She pauses; I wait.

			‘I was so hungry and sad all the time…’

			‘You must have felt dreadful…’

			‘I did. But I failed, I couldn’t keep it up. I started eating again and sort of forgot all about the scales and what my auntie said. I felt much better.’

			‘But at some point, it started up again…’

			Hazel nods. ‘It was near the end of S1, in the summer. We had to wear shorts. This boy in my class said I had meaty thighs…’

			Again, on her face the shame, and over it the tears that now flow freely.

			‘What does that even mean?’ I say, and immediately regret it because I know fine well what meaty thighs means.

			The slightest of frowns and a narrowing of her brown eyes as Hazel assesses whether I’m as dull-witted as my last comment suggests.

			‘It means fat. And I wasn’t fat back then. I was just sort of straight up and down. But I looked at my thighs and I could kind of see what he meant…’ 

			Here we go. Teenage girls rarely extend compassion to themselves.

			‘And then all the girls started talking about thigh gaps. Do you know what they are?’

			‘Unfortunately, I do.’ 

			I do. And there’s a part of me that doesn’t want to be thinking about them yet again. I just…it’s a lot. So many of these kids…

			In case I’m bullshitting her, Hazel unnecessarily explains, ‘So, you know there is meant to be a gap at the top of your thighs when you stand up. And if you haven’t got one then you’re fat…’

			So simple. So stupid.

			‘Ridiculous. It’s not healthy…’

			Fuck’s sake, Jane, that’s twice now you’ve used the word healthy. All she’ll hear is fat.

			Hazel neither agrees nor disagrees. ‘People started instagramming their thigh gaps; soon everyone was doing it.’

			In S1. Eleven- and twelve-year-olds.

			She’s stopped crying, and through still-wet lashes, she stares hard at me with huge glassy eyes, but her mind is reaching back to her past. 

			Women in ancient Greece applied an extract of Atropa belladonna to their eyeballs for its pupil-dilating properties, which gave an eye-widening effect. A risky business considering that all parts of the plant are poisonous, especially the berries which, when ingested, can affect the nervous system, causing severe symptoms including sweating, vomiting, coma and death.

			I haul my thoughts back to Hazel, who’s now fixing her ponytail in place with the rubber band for the umpteenth time. 

			‘So, I stopped eating again. But I was really serious this time. I’d fuss about making toast and jam in the mornings so my parents would see me walking out the door with it. Then I’d stick it in a hedge on the way to school.

			I imagine a hedge full of sparrows eating toast, their beaks sticky with strawberry jam.

			‘…I’d go to the library at lunchtime instead of the canteen. And just eat at teatime.’

			‘You must have been starving…’

			‘I was. But I got thin. My thighs were thin, I had a gap at the top. You could see my ribs. I used to gaze at myself in the mirror. My clothes sort of hung off me, and it looked good. I felt light, and the empty feeling was…well, it felt like success.’

			‘Weren’t your parents concerned?’

			Hazel raises her hands to pull her ponytail tighter and considers the question. 

			‘They were so busy with work, and I think when I started to lose the weight, they probably thought it looked good too. They are both kind of into being ripped – my dad’s a GP and really into training. He’s always going on about fitness and exercise and burning up calories. And my mum works at a spa in a big hotel.She’s obsessed with juicing. She has a goldfish bowl of wine on a Friday night – her ‘wee treat’, but that’s about the only unhealthy thing she does. She liked that I’d ask for a green juice at night. She didn’t realise…’

			The reference to the goldfish bowl of wine has opened the filing cabinet of my unconscious and unearthed my parents arguing over the glass orb which my father had found for homing the little tetras I’d set my heart on. My mother had heard on the radio that such old-fashioned vessels were inhumane, and was snorting with laughter at my father’s dismay when she insisted it be returned to whatever skip he’d found it in. ‘But they’re about as far from human as you can get!’ he’d protested. She’d given a derisive snort which meant no dice. I remember how he rolled his eyes and told me to get my coat; that we were going to a proper pet shop, and he was going to spend proper money. A memory with no edges, this one is as perfectly round as the whole scene had been, watched through the warp of the offending bowl.

			I sigh, Hazel sighs.

			I say, ‘…It acted like a laxative.’ 

			Somewhere, not too far from here, someone is using a pneumatic drill, and the noise reverberates off the surrounding buildings in a brittle shudder.

			‘Yeah. If I’d slipped up during the day and eaten, like, a bag of crisps or something, I’d have a green juice and then it’d be okay.’ She pauses, caught for a moment by the memory. 

			She didn’t vomit like so many of them do, because she had the green juice; what the hell was in it?

			She continues, ‘I looked good, but I felt awful. I couldn’t focus in classes and I had no energy. I just felt so sad all the time.’

			‘No wonder you felt sad, it’s a lonely place to be, and you were starving. Diarrhoea’s not much fun either.’

			‘No, but I kept that to night-time, so it wouldn’t happen at school. Anyway, Mum started noticing. She bought loads of really nice snack food. I’ve got a total sweet tooth. I kept not eating during the day, but I started pigging out after tea. Mars bars and biscuits and stuff. I put the weight back on… And then I started having periods. My body really changed. Not in a good way.’

			‘You’re becoming a woman.’

			‘A fat one,’ Hazel snaps, bristling with contempt for herself.

			‘No, not a fat one. You’re becoming an adult, with an adult’s body. You need it to move, and to do all the things you want to do, maybe even to have a baby one day…’

			Why did I say that? Hazel looks more than a little revolted by the idea and I have the creeping sensation that I’m starting to lose her.

			‘Where are you now in all this?’ I ask.

			Hazel sighs. ‘I think about it all the time. I know it wasn’t good, what I did to get thin. But I’m always thinking about doing it again. I forget all the bad stuff and focus on how really great it was to be thin and light. And about how much willpower I had. How disciplined I was.’ 

			She glances at the clock, starts speaking faster. Eager to fit in as much as she can.

			‘But I can’t seem to do it any more. It’s gone the other way – now I’ll come home from school and be so hungry that I’ll have a huge bowl of rice with loads of sweet chilli sauce, and I’ll eat, like, a whole pack of cookies after tea. I just never feel full. It’s disgusting. I’ve gone from being so disciplined and thin, to stuffing myself.’

			All said in the one breath, and now she flops back in her chair.

			I give it a beat.

			‘You’ve forgotten what it’s like to eat normally. Your body is busy doing all the things it needs to do to turn you into an adult. It needs you to eat healthily.’

			Fuck. Why can’t I come up with another word for healthy?

			‘I don’t want to eat normally. I want to be a size six.’

			Irritation rises in me like it always does when these girls start revealing the extent of their faulty thinking. The sensation never lasts long, gets quickly replaced by dread and the overwhelming pity that my supervisor Estelle likes to drill down into. Estelle sees pity as othering the client, as a condescending emotion that therapists should be wary of. I get that – I really do. But I wonder how she would feel, day after day, watching lovely kid after lovely kid being consumed by eating disorders they are powerless to resist. And Hazel’s story, though pretty grim, isn’t half as bad as some.

			I hold Hazel’s eyes with mine, hoping she’s listening. ‘I know you do, but very few women are size six naturally. You have to be tiny for that. Normal girls and women just aren’t that small. To stay size six, you’d have to exercise all the time and never eat. It’s just not possible without getting really ill…’

			I pause for effect. Is she hearing me?

			‘…But you asked to come here, and I’m guessing that means that part of you wants help to eat normally again.’

			As I say this, I can see the gloss of denial slip over her eyes. I’m dealing with two entities: Hazel, and the eating disorder, represented in my imagination by a smirking demon sitting by her side, its scaly arm draped around her, its clawed hand squeezing her shoulder. (Must remember to tell Estelle, who’ll appreciate the imagery.) The more I say about the futility of trying to make herself perfect by starving herself, the tighter the demon grips. I can see it now, laughing at me, at my futile attempts to make her see sense. Right now it is relaxed in repose, but experience tells me that this creature could not be more ferocious.

			‘Are you looking at anything specific online?’

			‘What do you mean?’ Hazel says, the twist of discomfort on her lips telling me my instincts are right.

			‘You know what I mean.’ 

			‘I try not to… I dunno. It’s just…those girls want what I want, and they can be really encouraging. But some of them are so harsh when they see someone mess up…’

			I want to shake her – shake all this crap out of her. I’m angry at her for feeling like this, which is ridiculous. I’ve seen the pro-ana and thinspo sites, have sat slack-jawed at the horror I saw there, yet still a tiny part of my middle-aged, should-know-better self gets the attraction, understands the draw, feels the pull…the seduction. What hope is there for these not-yet-grown children sitting alone imbibing this stuff via their phones?

			‘Really encouraging? The girls on these sites look emaciated, skeletal. They look like they’re starving, which they are… Do you understand this?’

			Hazel shrugs. 

			‘I do… I mean, of course I do. It’s like half of me does, but the other half… I’d like someone to describe me as emaciated, as tiny. That’s like my dream… I know I had bulimia, but now I think I’ve probably got binge-eating disorder.’ She declares this in the callow manner of the teens of her generation who are both the beneficiaries and the victims of growing up in a society which talks more openly about mental health.

			I’m slouching: how does Estelle achieve consistent good posture? I straighten my back and uncross my legs.

			‘I’m not a huge fan of self-diagnosis, Hazel, but given what you’ve told me, it sounds like you might be right. And eating disorders need to be named. Denial is the biggest gun in an eating disorder’s arsenal. It enables it to thrive. Do you understand what I mean by that?’

			Hazel nods, yes, she understands.

			‘…Which is why it’s so great that you’ve told me. This is the first step to getting better…’

			‘People think binge-eaters are just greedy,’ she snaps.

			‘Yes, but they’re wrong. You’ve been struggling with this for years now. I wonder if we could think a bit about the root of it all.’

			‘The root of it all is that I’m fat,’ Hazel says, gripping the flesh of her thighs.

			Part of me wants to lean over and grab her hands, pull them on to my thighs. See what she thinks of them.

			‘But I can see that you are not fat. You have decided your body is unacceptable. Why?’

			‘I told you; it was what my aunt said, and that boy…’

			‘Do you like your aunt?’

			Hazel curls a lock of hair escaped from her ponytail round her ear. 

			‘No, not really. But I try to because she and Mum are so close.’

			‘So, you don’t like her, don’t respect her.’

			‘No.’

			‘What about that boy in your class?’

			‘Ugh, no.’

			‘Why didn’t you like him? I mean before he said what he said.’

			Hazel screws up her face and says, ‘He’s one of those boys that got into porn too young, and now he just sees girls as, as…well, we all just try to avoid him.’ 

			She says this wearily; just one of those things one must learn to live with, like income tax and endless housework. But she’s only fourteen. 

			‘One of those boys that got into porn too young. You say this like they are a category of boy…’

			‘They are! They get obsessed with porn sites, and they think that girls are just there for, you know, like sex and stuff. They say horrible things to us.’

			What have we done to our kids? How lonely this boy’s life is going to be. I want to seek him out, tell him what I think of his behaviour, then get him into some sort of reparative justice re-education programme. Auntie Gina too.

			‘Okay so you don’t like him or Auntie Gina, yet you have decided your body is unacceptable on the back of some mean stuff they said to you. Your mum and the nurse, on the other hand – you like them?

			‘Yeah, course I do.’

			‘But it wasn’t them you listened to.’

			Hazel frowns. ‘The nurse put me on the scales and my mum told me to eat as many cream cakes as I wanted.’

			‘I know, and maybe in hindsight both were unwise, but they were well intentioned… What I’m trying to get you to see is that you were influenced not by the people you liked and respected, but by the people you didn’t like, and there’s got to be a reason for this.’

			‘It’s because what they said made sense. I hadn’t noticed my body was fat before. They showed me it was, by saying those things.’

			Bullshit.

			The room feels to have got warmer – the heating must have come on, but underneath my fur coat I’m wearing a sleeveless blouse, and right now I’d rather not reveal my fleshy white upper arms to Hazel, so I keep it on.

			‘Hazel, that’s the eating disorder talking. I can see that your body is the body of a perfectly normal teenage girl – it’s a great body. I don’t think the problem is you. The problem is external. It’s not just these nasty people who’ve got inside your head, it’s the world you’re growing up in.’

			Hazel, glancing at the clock, looks utterly frustrated.

			‘I don’t understand…’

			‘How can I put this… Hazel, you, like almost every girl I’ve worked with who has an eating disorder, believe that the problem – having been triggered by some nasty person like Auntie Gina, or that little shit in your class – comes from you. You think it’s your body that’s at fault, and that your lack of “willpower” is a character flaw. This belief is reinforced by the cruel language used by the people on the thinspo and pro-ana accounts that you look at. What I want to do is to offer you the idea that your eating disorder doesn’t originate with you. And that there are external forces at work here, forces sending you messages.’

			Hazel looks at me like I’m completely nuts.

			‘I’m talking about the messages we get from all the clothing websites, all the make-up ads, all these Instagram accounts promoting clean eating. TikTok girls with their fashion hauls. Messages telling us we must be slim, we have to have perfect skin, perfect hair. Hazel, there is a multi-billion-pound juggernaut which relies on women and girls feeling terrible about themselves. There are many, many people making huge amounts of money from the gym gear, the fake tan, the hair removal stuff, the low-cal drinks, the digital scales…. If we, as girls and women spend more and more time obsessing over how we look, we buy into the idea that our bodies define us on a scale of worth – worth in the eyes of others. Constantly asking ourselves who will desire us, who will approve of us, envy us. We become inward-looking, incapable of thriving, of challenging…changing the world.’ 

			As the words tumble from me, and the adrenaline surges, I feel omniscient. I am Truth-Sayer. My wisdom will transform how she feels about herself. Grown-up Hazel might even go on to be a mental health campaigner – a leading advocate for people with eating disorders. Off she’ll go to fancy parties, winning awards, and effusing about her high-school therapist in her acceptance speeches – ha!

			Hazel stares at me, still as a statue, even her ponytail is motionless.

			I suddenly feel embarrassed. I am a ranter and a fantasist. A ranter in a cupboard at the top of a stair.

			‘I’m sorry, that was a bit jumbled, and maybe a bit much…’

			We sit in this for fifteen, twenty seconds – I notice that my Hoya carnosa, in a small terracotta pot, cascading down from the one shelf in my cupboard-room, is looking more grey than green. The cold, maybe? Hazel smiles, perfectly snaggletoothed, and it’s like the sun coming out from behind a cloud. 

			Then she says, ‘It’s okay, there were just quite a lot of new…but I think you’re saying that there are all of these people selling stuff, who get fat off of me trying to get thin, or something like that.’

			The relief. ‘Hazel I couldn’t have put it better myself.’ 

			‘Could you say it all again, but slower?’

			Slower and more articulately.

			I take off my coat.

			Later, as I walk home, I imagine walking into the local cop shop where Auntie Gina, in full uniform, is deferentially ushering out a group of council high heid yins and some visiting foreign law-enforcement delegates, who will provide an audience for my tirade. Then it’s to the posh squash court for a wee chat with dad…

			The problems Hazel left my room with were unchanged from those she brought, but some of the pressure has been released and I think that, together, we’ve laid the groundwork for what could prove to be a strong therapeutic alliance. Job done. 

			So, why then, am I left feeling useless? Like what I have to offer is somehow…meagre?

		

	
		
			Vaishali

			Age 17

			Self-referral

			Started puberty early, has been harassed by men ever since

			Mum has chronic endometriosis, spends weeks of the month in bed 

			Both parents work in tech

			Some responsibility for looking after younger siblings

			Pronouns they/them 

			Hates their curves

			Solid friendship group since primary school

			Straight-A student but struggling to concentrate

			Terrible periods – could they also have endo?

			Presenting issue: anger, distress, hates body

			Vaishali Session 5

			They sit there with the type of body which would make Sophia Loren envious. I’m very uncomfortable about the fact that each and every time they come in, the first thing I notice is their incredible figure. Not so incredible for Vaishali who refers to it as ‘my curse’ which they bring as the subject for therapy every week. Vaishali requested that they be called ‘they’ at school, which the school agreed to do, as is our policy, and also agreed not to tell Vaishali’s parents, as is their right. Vaishali explained that it is not that their parents would not understand if they told them; they just aren’t ready to tell them yet. Also, with their mum’s health problems, and their little brother and sister to look after, Vaishali doesn’t want to give their parents anything else to stress about.

			‘I’m wondering where you would like to start today?’

			Vaishali starts where they always start. ‘I want rid of this body.’

			‘I know you do.’

			‘This morning on the bus…I’m sick of having to move because of some bloke old enough to be my dad…’

			I feel the pull of automatic recoil, ignore it. Covid rules are loosening but buses with their vaporous air and handrails coated in human grease, still feel risky. I’m lucky enough to live close enough to the school that I can walk to work, as do most of the kids, but some of them still have to travel by bus.

			The lockdowns are like a dream I had, stretches of time that somehow don’t count. A blip. Endless Zoom calls for work and play, my household of one subsumed at Jessie’s insistence into her ever-expanding menage, making our bubble. When I finally succumbed to the virus, it hit me like a bad cold, nothing more. At the start of the pandemic, when Covid appeared to be killing people at random and fear spread across the globe more efficiently than any virus ever could, I worried for others but felt unaccountably Zen about contracting it myself. When this came up in conversation with my supervisor Estelle, she, not being one to mince her words, pointed out that I already had a deep-seated belief that I knew what was going to kill me – and it wasn’t Covid. Though this was the first time I’d really considered it consciously, I knew instantly that she was right. Covid will not be the thing that gets me in the end. Still, I don’t like to be ill.

			‘It happened again?’ I ask them.

			‘It happens all the time,’ Vaishali replies. ‘Today I got asked if I’m a St Trinian. I wanted to say, no mate, I’m a real schoolgirl, which makes you a fucking paedo.’ 

			Ha!

			‘But you didn’t. You froze.’

			‘Yeah, as always.’ 

			I can’t tell whether anger or shame is the prevailing emotion.

			Vaishali sits forward and strokes the leaves of the variegated ivy which spills out of its small pot onto the table that sits between us. According to NASA, Hedera helix is a top performer in air purification.

			‘My mum’s got this in the garden.’

			‘You know it’s not our choice what we do. Most people freeze.’

			‘Yes, I know…’ they say, tolerating me repeating the same old line to them. ‘… I just don’t want this body any more.’

			‘But isn’t it these men who are wrong, not your body? Perhaps if we lived in a better society where sexism and misogyny didn’t exist, you would like your body, or at least accept it? Actually quite like being female…’

			They shake their head, their long hair rippling as smooth and reflective as treacle. If I ask them what conditioner they use they’ll say some cheap and nasty stuff from Superdrug, and I’ll be forced to recognise that it is being seventeen which imparts that shimmer, and then feel a bit downcast. So I don’t.

			‘No offence Jane, but you’re dreaming. What you’re describing is utopia, and utopias don’t exist. My reality is getting leered at, yelled at, commented on, every single day. Nothing I can do will change that, except changing myself. I don’t feel like this bombshell people keep telling me I am. I want to be able to run without worrying about people staring at my tits.’

			Vaishali slumps back in the chair, defeated.

			If I had a pound for every girl who came to me with this problem… It is the younger ones that really break my heart – the eleven, twelve, thirteen-year-olds, who still call break ‘playtime’, who take teddies to sleepovers, who have little yet in the way of sexuality, but whose bodies have exploded into puberty. Children with women’s bodies, and now, suddenly, all the shit that brings with it.

			As if to hammer home the point, my womb twangs in a painful proclamation that my period has just started. As the cramping subsides, I feel smug at the foresight which saw me put a pad on this morning. It’s taken thirty years, but I’ve just about mastered the art of not spending a whole day each month with toilet tissue stuffed down my pants: a sign of adulthood if ever there was one, surely.

			I don’t really know what to say, so I say, ‘Hmm.’ 

			Was that a flash of anger at my sub-standard response?

			The shoulders of Vaishali’s blazer are up around their ears making them look like a Beano character and I have to suppress what would be a completely inappropriate smile. 

			‘What? Do you think I should just put up with it?’ 

			Vaishali is more combative than usual – or they aren’t, and it’s just me imagining they are, because I’m worried that I’m coming across as old and out of touch, or because they suddenly remind me of Minnie the Minx.

			‘I don’t think you should have to put up with any of it,’ I say uselessly.

			Vaishali sighs, crosses her legs. They are having trouble sitting still today – all that angry energy. ‘You’re a good person, Jane. Don’t worry about it.’ 

			Relieved I say, ‘Vaishali, you are a kind person.’

			They smile, ‘Touché.’

			I smile back. 

			‘Okay. I get it. The point is that it doesn’t matter what I think you should or shouldn’t have to put up with, you still have to put up with it.’

			‘I do.’

			‘You do… I’m just so sorry you have to…’

			Vaishali sits forward again and chucks their hair over their shoulder, ‘Oh, for god’s sake, Jane, it’s not you, it’s men! And those stupid bitches in Sarah’s clique. But mostly men…’

			I can’t seem to shake off the feeling that I should somehow be doing better with Vaishali, that I’m failing them. Just need to get back to core conditions – respect, congruence, empathy. Stop feeling so bloody guilty.

			‘Today, in Drama, we were doing our warm-up exercises – you know, rolling our shoulders and stuff – and Mr Kimble walks in and says, “That’s right, push those chests out ladies…” He was looking directly at me.’

			I say, ‘What a creep!’ Very congruent.

			‘I know!’

			‘Then at lunch, Mr Huntley comes up and tells Sarah K her skirt is so short she may as well get herself to the strip club up the road to earn some extra pocket money. I mean, she’d rolled it right up, but still, is that really okay?’

			Yet another story about Mr Huntley: I can’t work out whether this guy is just a prick or actually dangerous.

			James Huntley is a broad-shouldered, good-looking and well-dressed (slightly tweedy with some discreet Ralph Lauren) sleazeball in his late thirties who slimes over the young female newly qualified teachers (NQT’s) whenever he gets half a chance. Rumours of inappropriate behaviour circulate. The kids tell me the just-tipping-into-awful things he says to them but forbid me from passing them on. My male friends among the teaching staff sigh and shake their heads at his mention. 

			But it’s a big school, and he’s well-liked by many. The first and only time we spoke was the day when, having forgotten my packed lunch, I braved the lunch hall, and he sat himself down in the free chair next to mine. Though I’ve been at the school much longer than he has, I’m rarely roaming free within it, and he must have thought I was an NQT, because he saw my polite smile as an invitation to introduce himself with a kind of lofty benevolent confidence, edging into flirtation, that hinted at a status superior to mine. 

			When, after talking about himself for a good ten minutes, he eventually asked my subject, I told him I was the school counsellor and that I’d been in the job for twelve years. The affable generosity of moments before disintegrated before my eyes. I was not as he thought I was, and whether or not he knew it, he was angry at me for having misled him, though I had said nothing much other than my first name. His once expansive body language bordered on hostile, as he trotted out the old cliché that he’d have to be careful around me or I’d try to psychoanalyse him. I just wanted him to get up and leave me alone. 

			At the best of times I find the lunch hall a nerve-wracking place to be – social anxiety more than true shyness – but generally when I get chatting to someone the fear passes. Some teachers, far from seeing my occupation as a threat, find it interesting, ask me questions about the problems people bring, how I got into counselling in the first place. Occasionally I’ve made a new friend, someone whose face I can search for in the lunch crowd as I uneasily make my way towards them, tray in hands. 

			Not so with James Huntley. Despite his obvious discomfort and mine, he stayed put, forced me to be the one to leave, but not before complimenting him on his beautiful wedding ring.

			Focus, Jane.

			‘No. It’s very much not okay. She is a pupil in this school and no teacher should be referring to her in that way. Do you want me to report it?’ 

			I feel my own anger (or maybe it’s Vaishali’s?) rising inside me. Must resist the urge to try to ‘fix’, but then again, I have a bit of clout, I could at least mention it at the next Pupil Support meeting… 

			Vaishali shakes their head. ‘Sarah already did report it, but nothing will happen. Nothing ever happens. At least it wasn’t me, for once. Usually it’s me who gets told off for having my skirt too short, when I don’t even roll mine up. It just looks short cause my legs are so long.’

			I look at their endless Pretty-Polly-model’s legs, which is bad because I always resist the urge to look at clients’ bodies in case they think I’m making judgements about them. Which I almost certainly will be. I say judgements – more like information gathering – bodies tell me stuff. 

			Even if I lost a stone, I doubt my legs would look like that.

			‘You feel like you get picked on by some teachers…’

			‘Yeah, some of them…’

			‘Are you able to say why you think that might be?’

			‘I think it’s because of how I look, but maybe also because I’m brown.’

			‘So, the reasons you get picked on are not only sexist but also racist.’

			‘Yes. Maybe. I don’t know…’

			‘I’m wondering, does being they, rather than she, help with any of this?’

			Vaishali frowns, and I feel like I’ve asked a stupid question.

			‘No. Yes… I don’t know. It dilutes it a bit. If I’m not always this kind of mega-female, if other people are accepting me as not that, by using my pronouns, I feel like for once they are seeing beyond my “curves”.’ 

			They make speech marks in the air, I guess mimicking all the people – mum and aunties and school nurse, me probably – who have scratched about trying to find the best way to refer to their voluptuous body.

			‘Pronouns are important to you.’

			‘Yes. Very.’	

			‘Can I just ask though; would you want rid of your “curves” if you weren’t getting sexualised all the time? Could you, do you think, be happy with the fact you have a young woman’s body?’

			‘What, and accept I’m going to get harassed for the rest of my life?’ she says, arching a beautiful eyebrow.

			‘I mean hypothetically, if no one was going to harass you…’

			‘Jane, you’re dreaming again. You don’t get one without the other.’

			‘I know. But you are stuck with this body, and unless you learn one day to accept it you will always be unhappy with it – because of other people’s awful behaviour. I mean, that’s just terrible. To forever want rid of the perfectly good body you’ve got.’

			‘I don’t see that I have any other options, Jane.’

			‘But there’s got to be something here about embracing the body you have, standing up for it, not letting the bastards get you down, not letting the patriarchy win…’

			I started this session sitting back in my chair, I’m now on the edge of my seat, gesticulating into the space between us.

			Vaishali laughs and says, ‘Give it up, Jane! You should go on a march or something, get all this anger out.’

			Go on a march or something.

			I feel anachronistic, irrelevant. Like my kind of feminism is dead in the water. Am I just not getting it?

			I fail Vaishali time and time again – the not-quite-good-enough therapist. If they had other options, I’m pretty sure they wouldn’t come back. In my head I can hear my supervisor Estelle telling me that I’m doing my best but given the circumstances no one’s best would be good enough. I know this, yet, still, after Vaishali leaves, I sit and squirm in my own inadequacy for a bit, water my plants from my own flask, then go and boil the kettle.

		

	
		
			Kass (staff)

			Age 31 

			Member of support staff

			Self-referral

			No mention of family

			Struggling to make ends meet

			Very late for session

			Presenting issue: thinks she might have anxiety, finding it hard to make friendships at work

			Seemed indifferent to my explanations about biological manifestations of anxiety and ways to expel stress hormones from the body 

			Very boring first session – something she’s not yet ready to say, maybe?

			Kass Session 2

			Counselling courses teach that when you get bored and sleepy in the room with a client, it could mean there is something they are not talking about. Something they are avoiding talking about. This is probably, mostly, true. One exception is those younger girls, S1 or S2, doyennes of the fifty-minute filibuster, who whine endlessly about their bitchy friends. I find it almost impossible to follow or care why Megan said whatever to Naomi, about Susie behind Heidi’s back, because the kid is totally fine and wasting my time. I know this says more about me than my client; that the child in front of me deserves my full attention and forbearance as much as the next person, so I try extra hard to concentrate on the most undramatic of dramas rehashed for me, often in semi-American twang.

			Kass, however, is thirty-one. I’m not entirely sure what she does here – some sort of administrative role. Her very pretty face is free of make-up, and she has straight mouse-coloured hair and striking pale blue eyes. She looks older than thirty-one. 

			Last week she came in quickly, sat herself down in my chair, the back of which is visible only to birds. No one but clients ever visits my room at the end of the hall at the top of the stairs, but there is a small window in my door, a portion of which is not covered by the poster I stuck over it, and it is true that were someone to come along, they would be able to see the legs of whoever was sitting in the client’s chair. 

			Some of my clients – adolescents and adults – don’t mind other people knowing they are attending counselling sessions; for others, like Kass, privacy is central to maintaining the ‘therapeutic frame’. At the start of the work, rules and limits, such as the time and setting, are agreed to establish a safe and effective environment; these boundaries provide the edges of the frame, the importance of which is drummed into rookie therapists almost from day one of training. The therapist who fails to keep the frame intact, holding the client safe within it, invites questions regarding their practice.

			Our first session was so mind-numbingly boring that, this week, I’ve come prepared. Right now, Kass is sucking the life out of me with banal office-politics chatter which doesn’t match the stricken expression on her face and the general tense vibe which hangs about her. She describes herself as having anxiety, but I see the wary unease and tension that signals underlying trauma, somehow different in quality to the stress and worry other anxious clients present with.
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