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NOW

Where would you like to start?

Hmm.

Is something funny?

That’s what I always used to say to my patients. It gives them a sense of control over the session. Except we both know I’m not in control here, don’t we?

Is it important for you to believe that?

I know what you’re trying to do. You’re trying to put me at ease so I open up and confess my darkest fears and then you can tell them I’m crazy. I feel crazy. You can write that down.

Why don’t you start at the beginning, Karen? When you first met Jessica Hamilton.

That’s not the beginning. It’s where all this started, I suppose, but it’s not really the beginning. It started way before all that, before I met Bea and Eleanor, Michael. It started with what happened when I was four years old.

Would you like to talk about that? What happened to you when you were a child?

No. I don’t want to talk about that, and they don’t want to hear about it. They want to know about how she died.

Go on.

You can’t fix me.

Pardon?

Those were some of the first words Jessica Hamilton ever said to me, the words I still hear on a loop in my mind. I remember thinking she was wrong, I fixed people all the time; it was my job. What I didn’t realize then was that she never wanted to be fixed in the first place; that was never her intention. I didn’t know it yet, but she was there to fix me.
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KAREN

A standard session at the Cecil Baxter Institute was three thousand seconds long. Some patients spent the entire time in silence, a fact that often confused some of the junior psychiatrists—why spend £150 to sit mute for fifty minutes? Not Dr. Karen Browning, though; she understood. She understood it in the same way she understood professional men who visited prostitutes. It wasn’t about the money or the silence. It was about the control.

The soft click of heels on wooden flooring alerted Karen to the presence of her secretary, Molly, just outside her office door. Our secretary, she reminded herself—Molly worked for all four junior psychiatrists on the second floor; only the directors on the top floor had personal assistants. There was a light tap on the door. Karen ran some gloss over her lips, slipped the tube back into the top drawer, and waited for Molly to come in. All the offices were set like a stage, and Karen was particularly proud of hers, a symbol of everything she had achieved.

And don’t they say pride comes before a fall?

She’d gotten to work early that morning to read over her case notes for this session, making sure she knew as much about Jessica Hamilton as possible before she even walked through the door. Miss Hamilton was her only new client that week—all the others were ongoing cases—and she had little information about her, which irritated her beyond words. Whoever had done the initial referral notes had been nowhere near as thorough as she herself would have been. The scrawling signature on them could have been any of the others, and she made a mental note to bring it up as non-accusatorily as possible at the next team briefing.

Age: 23

Medical history: no diagnosed history of depression or generalized anxiety disorder. Family background unknown. No medication at present. Self-referral.

Reason for visit: tension headaches and irrational cognitive activity.

As she always did from the initial notes, Karen couldn’t help putting together a picture of the woman about to walk through the door. Probably well-off, judging from the amount of money she was paying for fifty minutes of Karen’s time. Karen did a certain amount of pro bono work, but Jessica Hamilton was self-referred and self-funded. She imagined that her friends called her Jess and her family called her Jessica.

There was a second knock, which was unusual for Molly. If Karen’s “In Session” sign wasn’t on the door, she usually entered straightaway. Karen got up, smoothing down her suit jacket, and opened the door to find not the smiling face of her assistant on the other side but a slight, timid-looking girl with a pale face, blossoms of red spreading out over her cheeks.

Karen hoped her own face hadn’t revealed her surprise, doubted it had. Eight years of psychiatry had taught her reactions to hover below the surface, never breaking through to the onlooker. The ultimate poker player.

The young, attractive, rich-girl image the name Jessica Hamilton had conjured up couldn’t have been further from the reality standing opposite her now. Karen put out a hand for her to shake, registering quickly the bitten nails and the grip as weak as the smile she herself offered.

“Jessica?” She cast her eyes around the reception area, but Molly was nowhere to be seen. “My apologies. Our receptionist would usually be here to greet you. Come in.” She ushered the woman inside, mentally cursing Molly and her out-of-character unprofessionalism.

“Please, take a seat.”

Either Jessica Hamilton didn’t hear her or she ignored Karen’s request. Instead she walked slowly away from the sofa and around to the bookcases on the far wall of the office. She seemed to be drinking in every detail of the mahogany shelves, the leather-bound books chosen for their aesthetics rather than their subject matter. For the first time in a long time, Karen felt as though her space was being scrutinized and found wanting.

“Would you like to sit down so we can start?”

She thought for a second that Jessica was going to ignore her again, but after a moment she took a seat opposite and sat silently, waiting for Karen to lead the session.

Jessica wasn’t unattractive; certainly if her face weren’t so ruddied from the cold outside—or perhaps from nerves—she could pass for pretty. Her hair fell in natural waves down to her shoulders and was a blonde so dark, it looked devoid of color entirely. Her whole look was designed to elicit the least amount of interest, it seemed.

“My name is Dr. Karen Browning. I don’t know if you’ve seen other psychiatrists, but here we like our clients to be comfortable. So I’d like you to call me Karen; though if you don’t want to, that’s fine. Similarly I’d like to call you Jessica, but if you’d prefer Miss, Mrs., or Ms. Hamilton, I’m fine with that too.”

She threw Jessica a wide smile, hoping to put her at ease. She sympathized with all of her patients; this had to be a daunting experience for them the first time around, sharing their fears and perceived shortcomings with someone who had no reason to care other than the money they were paying them. That was one of the reasons she tried to look as approachable as possible: no designer labels on her suits like some of the other psychiatrists, no severe bun on the top of her head, and no diamonds the size of the Blarney Stone—not that the last one was her choice.

Jessica nodded at the standard spiel as though she’d heard something profound but gave no indication of what she’d like to be called.

“Can I get you something to drink?”

She shook her head almost imperceptibly. Karen poured herself a glass of water from the cooler in the corner and sat on the chair facing her. It was purposely an inch lower than the sofa, giving her patients the sense of control many didn’t feel in the outside world.

“Okay. I notice that the reason for your visit is tension headaches. Would you like to tell me about them?”

Jessica’s eyes locked on to Karen’s, something she wasn’t used to, at least in initial sessions. She’d kept her office sparsely decorated so that people didn’t have anything to focus on or be distracted by—the sofa, her desk, and two small bookcases; the one photograph, no trinkets, and a large painting of a jetty over a mass of relaxing turquoise water—yet they still found somewhere to look other than at her. Not Jessica Hamilton, though.

“You can’t fix me.”

There was a vicious challenging tone to her voice that was so at odds with her demeanor that it hit Karen harder than the actual words she’d used. But she had been shocked in her job thousands of times, and she’d gotten hellishly good at concealing her reactions; her face remained an impassive mask without a flinch.

“Is that what you think is going to happen here, Jessica? That I’m going to try and fix you?”

“Isn’t that what you do, Dr. Browning? Fix the poor little mental cases, make their lives as perfect as yours?”

She didn’t break eye contact. Her eyes were blue but too dark to be striking, with flecks of brown that dulled the effect further. Unremarkable—like the rest of her appearance.

“No, Jessica, that’s not what we do. I’m just here to listen to what you have to say and try and help you come to terms with what’s going on.”

“Listen and help, doesn’t sound very proactive to me. Why is it that people pay you so much money just to act as a brick wall? What’s so special about you?”

It wasn’t unusual for patients to be angry or confrontational, Karen told herself, trying not to let the anger that resonated from this girl rattle her on a personal level. Sometimes people were furious at life itself when they walked into their session; sometimes the vitriol was directed at their psychiatrist. Jessica Hamilton was no different from anyone else. And yet that was how she seemed: different.

“It’s often easier to share our problems with someone who has no personal investment in our lives; it makes people feel less judged and gives them a safe place to air their issues. I’m not here to judge you, Jessica, nor am I here to try and improve you. We don’t see people as being broken, and it’s not our job to fix them. If you’re happy to talk to me, I’d like to try and understand what’s going on in your life. Is there somewhere you’d be comfortable starting?”

She saw Jessica processing her words and almost felt her disappointment that Karen wasn’t going to rise to her attack. She couldn’t help but wonder what the girl thought therapy was going to achieve, or why she’d come in the first place if she felt so strongly about the profession.

“I’m having sex with a married man.”

If her first words were meant to challenge, now she meant to shock. Karen was already writing up her notes in her mind. Patient is looking to shock as a way of eliciting judgment. Possibly looking to diminish feelings of guilt. She’d have to look a lot further than she had so far; Karen had heard far worse admissions inside these walls.

“Is that all it is, just sex? Other people might have chosen the words ‘sleeping with’ or ‘having an affair.’ ”

Jessica’s face was blank, unreadable. “I’m not in love with him. There’s no point. I’m not some stupid girl who thinks he’s going to leave his wife to be with me.”

Patient is using denial as a defense mechanism against admitting her feelings. Signs of a different problem?

“Would you like to start at the beginning and talk about how the two of you met?”

It was a difficult profession, being a psychiatrist, but Karen had never considered a different one, and in all the years she’d been practicing she had never regretted her choice. It had come naturally to her to treat the client like a wounded bird: no sudden movements, keep a neutral voice, listen, lead but don’t dictate. With some people it felt like one wrong word and they would try to escape, seeing you as a captor rather than a savior. At first you could be the enemy—especially if therapy wasn’t their choice.

Jessica ignored the question and, placing her elbows on her thighs, leaned in to decrease the distance between them.

“What makes a person good or evil, do you think?” she asked, her voice so low that Karen had to inch forward on her seat to hear her. “Their thoughts? Or is it when you actually do the things you’re thinking of? A lack of morals? Empathy?”

“Are you concerned about thoughts you’ve been having?”

Jessica smirked slightly, her unremarkable face becoming unattractive with the expression. “Not exactly. You haven’t answered me.”

“It’s a complicated question, Jessica, and not one I’m sure I’m qualified to answer. But if you’re worried about your thoughts, I’d say that the fact that you are here trying to get help with them shows that they are a product of your situation rather than an inherent cognitive dysfunction.”

“Do you always sound like a textbook?”

“I’m sorry—”

“And do you always apologize so much?”

“I—”

“Okay, what does Freud say about hurting people by accident?”

A tiny thread of tension twisted a knot inside Karen’s chest. It wasn’t often she lost control of a session, but it definitely felt as though this one was becoming counterproductive. “Have you hurt someone by accident?”

“Who says I was talking about me?”

The dread inside her caused her hand to tremble almost imperceptibly, and she wondered if Jessica had noticed her discomfort. She couldn’t have known the reaction she’d get from that question, and yet the ghost of a smile that settled fleetingly on her lips before her face reverted to impassive suggested she had.

“An accident is just that, Jessica. Accidental. It’s often the way we deal with the fallout of our actions that defines our character.”

“My father always had this funny way of looking at accidents. Not the tripping-over type, but the really bad things that we allow to happen in life because we’ve taken our eye off the ball. He’d say that nothing in this life was accidental, that accidents don’t just happen. He said they were the way our subconscious was allowing us to act out our true feelings under the guise of being unintentional. Do you think that makes sense, Dr. Browning?”

The tension tethered them together like a rope, her innocent question thick with unspoken meaning.

“I think you’d like my father.”

Karen’s thoughts scrambled to join themselves into coherent sentences. Buzz words from her training—“father,” “subconscious”—triggered automatic questions, and yet she struggled to voice them. Before she could say anything, Jessica started to speak again.

“It was at a charity gala.” Her eyes were fixed on a loose piece of skin at the edge of her thumbnail, the jagged skin suggesting an anxiety disorder perhaps. Her nails were short and uneven—bitten down rather than filed—and free of nail polish.

It took Karen a second to realize that Jessica was answering her original question, the mask she’d arrived with having slid back down into place. She allowed herself a second to gather her work persona, slotted her professionalism back into place, and continued the session as though the last few minutes had never happened.

“Are you involved in the charity world?”

“Not really. Someone I know had a spare ticket. He was at the bar and he looked just as bored as me. He made some joke about paying me to stay there with him, and I said I wasn’t a prostitute. He got really flustered and started saying he hadn’t meant that; he was worried that he’d insulted me. That’s when I noticed how good-looking he was.”

She looked up from her hands and smiled, not the smirk that had played across her lips a minute earlier, but a real smile at the memory. It didn’t transform her face the way some people’s smiles did. If anything, it made her plainness stand out more, the fact that even a smile couldn’t light her up. It made a difference, physical appearance, as to how people treated you, and Karen could well imagine this girl being swept away by the attention of an attractive man. “He was cute, though, not all cocky and self-assured like some good-looking men.”

“Is that your experience of men?”

She didn’t miss a beat with her story, as though Karen hadn’t even spoken. She described in great detail the evening she’d met her married lover, the jokes he’d told, the way his hand had rested so close to her knee that every time she laughed it brushed the satin of her dress. But as her story went on, her body language changed again and she reverted to a hard-shouldered stance, bracing herself against the part that was causing the negative feelings.

Classic indicators of cognitive dissonance.

“So what happened when the gala ended?”

Jessica crossed her arms. The patient is uncomfortable with the memory. “We went back to his hotel room and we fucked.”

“And how did you feel about that?” Karen knew it was a cliché, and a bloody awful one at that. She nearly cringed every time she had to say it. It had become a running joke with her friends; for the first twelve months after Karen had told her she wanted to be a psychiatrist, her best friend Bea would ask her at least once every time they spoke: And how did that make you feel? But sometimes—okay, a lot of the time—it was exactly the question that needed to be asked. Because that was what she was there for: to get to the root of how the client felt about what they were telling her. A lot of the time they were so lost in their own story that they didn’t even notice the corniness, almost like they were expecting it anyway.

Jessica raised her eyebrows, as though she couldn’t believe Karen had pulled the feelings card so soon.

“I didn’t come, if that’s what you mean. It was fine, over a bit quickly and hardly romantic love-at-first-fuck, but it was okay.”

The patient uses humor and shocking language to divert from the question of feelings. Karen couldn’t stand bad language; it made her feel uncomfortable and insecure. She supposed it stemmed from her days at school, reminding her of the goody-goody she’d been, afraid to use bad words while the cool kids peppered their conversation with gutter talk. Or maybe from before that. Long before.

“The second time was better. And before long there was a third, and a fourth. Now we meet up all the time during the week. He isn’t office-based; he practically lives at my place.”

“Aren’t you afraid his wife might find out?”

Jessica scowled. “For a while I thought she might. I kept waiting for a phone call or for her to turn up, to say ‘I know what you’re doing. I know what you’ve done.’ But she’s so wrapped up in the children, she wouldn’t realize what was going on if we shagged in her car while she was driving it. She doesn’t even care what he does.”

“Is that what he says?”

“He doesn’t have to actually say it; it’s obvious from the other things he says. She doesn’t have time for him.”

“And you do.”

Jessica shot her a glare. “What difference does that make? I don’t want him to leave her or anything. I just don’t understand how she can not know what’s going on with her own husband.” Her eyes were back on her fingernails, and her voice lowered. “I think about it a lot.”

So there they were. It hadn’t taken as long as Karen had expected for them to get to the next layer of the problem. This was the reason Jessica was there, and if she pushed too hard now, it would ruin the entire session’s work. She tried to reassure herself that Jessica was just a girl who had got herself into a situation that was causing her an internal struggle. All the defiance from the beginning of the session, the feeling that Jessica was there to challenge her—it was her own hang-ups manifesting themselves in her client’s innocent questions about life. She was nearly convinced of it.

“About his wife . . .” She kept her words low and quiet, leaned toward Jessica slightly. Jessica responded with a nod, still not looking at her but not scowling anymore.

“How she could let herself be treated like that? I mean, does she know and not care? Or is she just so stupid that she can’t see what he’s doing? He bought another phone, you know. So he can contact me without her knowing. She does all the finances, but he’s got his own account that she doesn’t know about. What kind of husband feels like they have to do that? Because his wife is such a controlling bitch, that’s the only way he can get his own money.”

To spend on sleeping with other women.

“I’ve done these things, just little things. I messed with a few things on her calendar, made sure she missed a few appointments. It made me feel good, in control.”

“You’ve been in this woman’s home?”

“Yes.”

The unease that had been mounting now threatened to suffocate her completely.

“Jessica, I’m afraid I have to ask you this. It’s part of my responsibility as a professional, and I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t. Do you understand that?”

Jessica nodded.

“Do you feel like your behavior is in danger of escalating? That your thoughts towards this woman may lead to actions beyond your control?”

“No.” She shook her head slowly. “None of those things. She disgusts me and I hate her, but I’m not evil.”
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BEA

Hi, everyone, my name is Eleanor, and my Fuck This Shit Friday is . . .” Eleanor paused for maximum dramatic effect, something she had been good at since they were children. “I had to change at least sixteen nappies today, and I managed to drop one of them on my feet. Literally shit.”

Neither Bea nor Karen could stop the burst of laughter that resonated around the small café. Bea saw a couple of people look up from their newspapers as though the three of them were raucous teenagers in a library. She resisted the urge to stick her tongue out. As Karen continued to remind her on a weekly basis, they were grown-ups now, although whenever they were together, the last fifteen years seemed to melt away, and they were back under Eleanor’s bunk bed with a bottle of Mad Dog 20/20.

Eleanor screwed up her face and took a swig of her drink.

“You can laugh, you bastards. You’re not the ones cleaning shit off your new flat-heeled, so-sensible-I-could-kill-myself shoes. Right. I nominate Karen.”

Karen picked up her mug and raised it to the group, but Bea saw her hesitate. It was only a fraction of a second; most people wouldn’t have noticed, but most people hadn’t known their friends since reception year at school. “Pleasure to be here with you all on this lovely Friday afternoon. Thanks for the nomination, Eleanor. My FTS is that I’ve been so busy at work that last week I missed a dentist’s appointment and a talk by a leading psychiatrist that I’d been looking forward to for months. Clean forgot to write them on the calendar.”

Bea and Eleanor groaned theatrically, and Eleanor threw her head onto her arm on the table. “For God’s sake, Karen Browning, you could at least make something up if your life is so bloody Little House on the Prairie,” she mumbled through her sleeve. She looked up. “I’ve missed so many midwife visits lately that I’m certain they have social services on speed dial. Bea, your turn. And this had better be worse than poo on your feet. I don’t think I could handle winning this game a third week in a row.”

Bea topped up her glass of juice from the jug standing on the chintzy red-and-white tablecloth and braced herself.

“Hi, everyone, my name is Bea.”

“Hi, Bea,” the other two chorused. Bea raised the glass and nodded in the direction of Eleanor, who was waiting eagerly.

“I’d like to thank Eleanor for my nomination. My Fuck This Shit Friday is that I forgot to—” She stopped short, remembering that the thing she’d forgotten to do couldn’t be mentioned in front of Karen. Thinking on her feet, she recalled her morning at work. “I forgot to book one of our major clients at work into our senior management seminar and received a royal rollicking from my prick of a boss, who called me incompetent in front of the entire office.”

“What a wanker,” Eleanor murmured, reaching over to rub Bea’s shoulder, the thumb of her other hand swiping through the text message she’d just received. “Oh, for God’s sake, Noah’s still asleep. He’ll never sleep tonight if Mum lets him nap all day.”

Bea felt a momentary flicker of annoyance, but at the last second Eleanor redeemed herself and dropped the mobile into the yawning mouth of her overstuffed handbag.

“He’s not worth worrying about.”

As Eleanor took Bea’s juice-free hand, Bea couldn’t help noticing faint Biro marks on the back, the ghost of a reminder or a phone number that a ninety-second shower hadn’t quite erased. Her phone buzzed again from under the table, and to her credit she barely threw a glance at it.

“That’s what Fran said.” Bea grinned. “Just a touch more colorfully.”

Karen raised her eyebrows. “Isn’t it a bit late for big sister to be flying to the rescue?”

“Oh, leave off her, Karen,” Bea said good-naturedly. “Fran’s always had my back; you’ve just never given her a look-in. It’s nice to finally feel like I can talk to my sister. There’s no bond like a sisterly one, you know.” She flung a hand to her mouth, remembering what had happened to the sister Karen had had once upon a time. “Oh shit, sorry, hun.”

Karen smiled, but her mouth was a tight line that made it look like more of a grimace. “It’s okay, you don’t have to apologize for loving your sister. And I’m glad you’re getting on better with Fran, honestly.”

She smiled properly this time and lifted her mug. “Okay, Eleanor wins today. To your shitty life.”

Bea followed suit, raising her mug above the table and clinking it with Karen’s. Eleanor lifted her own mug and sighed.

“To my shitty life.”



“So gym mum says to working mum, ‘Oh, no, I’m just surprised you had the time to . . .’ ” She stopped and looked from Bea to Karen and back again. “Oh God, I’m boring, aren’t I?” She hid her face in her hands. “You can leave if you want to. I’ll look away and you can just sneak out.”

Bea laughed. “No, seriously, I really wanted to know what gym mummy said to that other one . . . vegan mummy?”

Eleanor groaned. “All right, all right. But you should know that those sixteen minutes of adult interaction during the school pickup are all I get most days. I’m not sitting in an office gossiping about who stole whose turkey sandwich or fixing people’s heads. Feuding mums are all I have.”

“Have you thought about when you’ll go back to work?” Bea saw the crestfallen look on her friend’s face and immediately regretted asking the question.

“Adam thinks I should take some time out. Just until Noah goes to school. What with childcare costs being so high, he thinks I may as well spend the time with the boys while they’re young. And it’s not as if we can’t afford to live on his wage.”

“And what do you think?” Karen probed gently. Eleanor let out another sigh.

“I think I don’t want to be a middle-class asshole moaning about having the chance to actually bring up my own children when there are a ton of women who don’t have any choice but to go back to work who would kill to be in my position.”

“Okaaaay,” Bea replied, digging her fork into the carrot cake left over on Karen’s plate. “But what do you think when your friends don’t care that you’re a middle-class asshole?”

“I think I’ll go crazy if I don’t do something that makes me feel like me again. I’m too selfish to devote my every waking moment to being someone’s mummy or someone’s wife.”

“You could set up your own business,” Karen suggested. “Then you get to be mummy and super-businesswoman. Noah could go to nursery a couple of mornings a week—he’d benefit from the interaction with other babies, and you could network. I have some contacts I could put you in touch with; I know a lot of mums who have done the same thing.”

Eleanor looked as though she was rolling the idea over in her mind, poking at it to find the holes.

“I don’t know,” she said, but underneath the words Bea could see there was a spark of interest that she hadn’t seen in Eleanor since she’d taken maternity leave from her advertising job. “I mean, at Fresh I had a pretty stable client base. This would mean starting from scratch. It would be a lot of work . . . I’ll think about it. Beats going back to my old job and having to pump my boobs in the disabled loos.”

“I thought you’d practically stopped breastfeeding?”

“I practically have, but the bastards—sorry, Karen—won’t stop filling up. I wake up in a puddle of milk every morning.”

Bea screwed up her face. “Ew.”

“Oh, Bea, one day . . . when you have kids . . .”

Bea pretended to shudder. “Jesus, I can’t have kids. For one thing, I have a cream sofa.”

Eleanor laughed. “You will. You know you will. I knew this woman who—”

“Seriously, Eleanor,” Bea cut in. “If you tell me one more time about Moira at work who had her first child at forty-two, I’m going to throw up.”

A hurt look briefly crossed Eleanor’s face, then she broke into a grin. “Well, she did! So it’s never too late.”

“Absolutely. In fact I think I’ll start right away. The very next bloke I sleep with, I’ll give him a questionnaire about his family history first. You know, those ones you get at the doctor’s. ‘Excuse me, sir, before you take off those boxers, would you mind telling me if anyone in your family has a history of heart disease? No? Fantastic! Now, when you’re ready, if you could just stick your willy in this tube for me.’ ” She mimed twirling a test tube between her fingers.

“Vulgar, Bea.” Karen shook her head. “Speaking of which, how are things on the romance front?”

“Bill!” Bea shouted, turning in faux desperation to the waitress. “Can we get the bill, please?”

As the only singleton of the three of them, Bea was obliged to keep the others stocked up with graphic tales of her love life, her friends greedily feasting on her every word, reliving their dating days through her. What they didn’t know, would never know, was that it was all bravado, lies, and posturing for their sake, so that they didn’t worry about her. Bea hadn’t been with anyone in years, and her few token dates had been to keep Karen off her back. They had never been given a real chance.

As they were waiting for the bemused waitress to bring the bill over, Karen turned to her.

“Look, I know this guy from the work crowd. He’s single . . .”

Bea groaned theatrically. “Please, Karen, no more blind dates! I love you, but the blokes you’ve found for me in the past are . . . Well, let’s just say I’ve not managed to find my Prince Charming amongst them.”

Karen smiled. “I know, Tim was a bit of a wet blanket, and Sean . . .”

“Was an utter cockblanket,” Bea finished for her. “Seriously, Karen, how these men made it as psychiatrists when they have so many Freudian issues themselves, I do not know.”

“David’s not like that,” Karen protested. “He’s not even a psychiatrist. He works in IT.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake—like that’s better!”

Eleanor laughed. “Don’t be so fussy, Bea. At least if he’s rubbish in bed, you might get your twenty-year-old laptop upgraded.”

“Bitch.” Bea grinned at Karen. “Fine, give him my number. He’d better not be another Sean, though.”

“I promise. But it’s no wonder you can’t find a decent man, with language like yours. You could at least try and sound like a lady.”

“False advertising.” Bea pointed at Eleanor. “Isn’t that illegal, Els?”

The waitress arrived with the bill, and Karen handed over her card, as always. Bea shot a frustrated look at Eleanor, who shook her head almost imperceptibly. They had both tried to pay countless times, but in the end it was easier just to let her get the tab.

“I’ve got to shoot off back to work,” Karen said. “I have a patient this afternoon and I need to leave straight after the session. Michael’s away this weekend; I want to say good-bye before he goes.”

“Somewhere nice?”

Karen pulled a face. “Doncaster, I think. Love you both.”

She took her card back from the waitress, and the others both hugged her good-bye.

“I’d better go too.” Eleanor pretended to glance at her watch, but Bea knew she was desperate to get back to her son. “Good luck with work, call me if you need to talk it through.”

Bea grimaced. “Thanks, hun, I will. Love to Tweedledum and Tweedledee.”

Eleanor grinned. “I’ll tell Toby and Noah their old fogy auntie Bea said hi. They won’t have any idea who Tweedledum and Tweedledee are.”

“What are they teaching kids in schools these days? Wink.”

“You know one of these days you’ll actually learn to wink. And learn to be funny.”

“All right, cow. Still okay to pop those passport forms over after the gym later?”

“Not bedtime, Bea; you always turn up at bedtime and Tobes goes wild.”

“Not bedtime, I promise.”
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KAREN

The tension around the table was palpable, but not because they were worried about what they were about to be told—bad news was never delivered in a team environment; that wasn’t the way things were done round here. Instead it was communicated behind closed doors, as quietly as possible: no fuss, no muss. No, the rest of the junior psychiatrists, six in all including Karen, were all looking anxious for the same reason her own leg was jiggling impatiently, and she’d glanced at the door constantly since they’d been gathered in the large conference room.

It was Friday, and everyone had been hoping to slope off early to start their weekend. Michael was leaving tonight and she’d been desperate to get back and see him before he set off. She always treated weekends as though he might never come back; in fact every time she said good-bye to anyone she loved she treated it as though it would be the last time. If she didn’t see him, she’d spend the weekend obsessing about him being in some kind of accident and worrying that the last words she’d ever said to him were “Oh, can you stick the garbage out before nine?”

After what felt like an eternity, the door to the conference room opened, and two of the senior partners, Robert and Jonathan, walked in, both completely oblivious to the fact that it was the end of the week and their staff looked like a group of sulky teens in detention.

“Thanks for coming, everyone.” Jonathan looked round the table and his gaze fell on Karen, already in her coat. “Are we keeping you, Karen?”

Embarrassment at being singled out warmed her cheeks, but she wasn’t about to be shamed. She’d always got the impression Jonathan didn’t particularly like her; he was a misogynistic bastard and his deprecating comments were always aimed at her or at the only other female junior.

“Nothing that can’t wait until after we’re done,” she replied, meeting his eyes. She suspected that Jonathan had always secretly hoped she’d get pregnant, a baby instantly flipping the switch in her brain from career woman to mum. As it stood, she was a hundred times more committed than her male counterparts, and there was no way any of them could dispute that, or question her drive. What poor Jonathan didn’t know was that Karen wouldn’t ever have children. She’d been so tempted on occasion to tell him, to destroy his dream of her slipping off into a station wagon and an apron, but to tell him would mean having to tell him why, and she couldn’t do that.

Robert, sensing the tension between them, cleared his throat. “Right, then, we won’t keep you long. The reason we’ve got you all here is because, as you know, Ken Williams is retiring this summer.”

“As you know” was an understatement; the knowledge of Ken’s retirement had sat in each and every one of their offices since he’d announced his plans two months earlier. It had watched them during their sessions and whispered to them as they filed their paperwork. Notes had become more comprehensive, referrals had flowed like champagne in the Playboy Mansion. Ken’s departure would leave a hole in the second-floor infrastructure that each one of them was desperate to plug.

Karen already knew who it was going to be, and it really was a case of plugging the hole full of dung. And from the expression on his face at the table, it looked as though he knew it too. Travis Yapp was the embodiment of every cuss word Bea had ever uttered. What was the word for someone who wore too much gel for a man of his age and still referred to his car as a female? She made a mental note to ask Bea later.

Karen knew that Robert didn’t like Travis, but she also knew that Travis had impressed the right people, said and done everything that was expected of him. Karen didn’t like the implication that she hadn’t. She knew she wasn’t always as diplomatic as she could be; she wasn’t the yes man she was expected to be, but she’d always hoped that when it came to the crunch, Robert would stick his neck out for her. It wasn’t enough, he’d told her, and then added, as if sealing her fate as a junior psychiatrist for the rest of her life, “You wouldn’t be happy on the second floor anyway: too much politics, not enough hands-on work. You’d suffocate.” Travis, he’d said, was exactly the kind of political schmuck they wanted on the top floor. “What does that make you?” she’d wanted to ask, but he was still her boss, and anyhow, she hadn’t wanted him to know how much it pained her not to get the job.

Jonathan was now doing the talking—some long drawn-out speech about the years of experience Ken would be taking with him and how much he’d learned from his colleague. Karen must have been frowning in anticipation of Travis’s coronation, because Robert was looking at her now, mouthing, “You okay?”

She flicked her eyes down to her lap, ignoring his concern—childish, she knew, but this whole charade was causing anxiety and irritation to flare up inside her. She might have to sit there and congratulate Yapp, smile and say he was the best man for the job, but she didn’t have to make Robert feel better about what a coward he’d been. She hadn’t really believed in the whole glass-ceiling thing when she was at medical school, but the doubt she’d held so strongly about its existence was beginning to wane.

“. . . and that’s why we’re very excited to invite Karen to join us as a member of the senior consulting team. What do you say, Karen?”

Karen shook her head slightly, convinced she’d misheard. “Sorry, what?”

Robert laughed, saving her embarrassment, as the rest of the team gauged one another’s reactions. Clearly they’d all been expecting this to be Travis’s coronation too.

“Well, shock and disbelief is as good a reaction as any, I suppose.” Robert grinned. “I’m sure you’ll all join me in congratulating Karen—assuming of course that she wants the position?”

Karen composed herself, smiled, and nodded graciously. “Of course. I’m thrilled and honored. Thank you both for the opportunity. I hope I live up to your expectations.”

Her colleagues all recovered as quickly as she did, none more so than Travis Yapp, who plastered a white-toothed poster-boy grin on his face and held up an invisible glass in toast. “Congratulations, Karen—it must be great to see all your hard work paying off.”



“ ‘Congratulations, Karen—it must be great to see all your hard work paying off,’ ” Karen mimicked in a childish voice. “What a . . . a . . .” She searched for a suitable word and remembered Bea’s creative command of the English language from just a couple of hours before. “What a cockblanket.”

Robert let out a laugh so spontaneous and genuine that Karen couldn’t help smiling through her fury.

“I don’t know what you’re laughing at,” she chided, her anger dissipating. “You realize he was insinuating that I’ve been sleeping with you to get a promotion?”

“It’s standard Misogyny 101—if a man gets a promotion, it’s because he worked for it; if a woman gets one, it’s because she slept with someone for it. They teach it on the first day of the ‘Aren’t You Glad You Have a Penis’ course.”

“Hmm, quite the feminist, aren’t we?” Karen checked her watch. “I really have to get home. I just wanted to catch you to say thank you for the opportunity. I won’t let you down.”

“I know you won’t.” Robert smiled. “Welcome to the career of your dreams, Dr. Browning.”

Karen descended the steps of the Cecil Baxter building, her mind reeling. Partner. Everything she’d worked for, everything she wanted was within her grasp now. She might not have the family she’d hoped for as a child but at least she had her career—finally she felt her choices were going to be vindicated.

As she made her way to her car she looked both ways down the street before she crossed, but what she saw made her stop sharply at the side of the road. To her right, no more than three hundred yards was a silver Fiat parked up as though its occupant was waiting for someone. And sitting behind the wheel, waiting, watching her walk from the building despite it being hours since their session that morning, was her newest patient, Jessica Hamilton.
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KAREN

Yes!” She had been fumbling for her keys for a few minutes, and as her fingers closed around them and she pulled them out of her bag, a crumpled piece of white paper followed them and landed on the doorstep. Grabbing it off the ground, she let herself in and threw her bag into the foyer.

“Hello? Michael?” She resisted the urge to shout, “Honey, I’m home!” and anyway, it would have fallen on deaf ears—Michael wasn’t here. Although the house was hers (well, the bank’s), he had his own key and treated the place as his own when he was there during the week. They weren’t like any of the other couples Karen knew, constantly checking in with each other, and although she found it hard at times, it worked for them. Mostly. She hated having to keep the nature of their relationship a secret, but telling those around her where Michael really went on his weekends “at work” simply wasn’t an option.

She wandered through to the living room, smoothing out the piece of paper as she walked. A cheerful-looking yellow logo was emblazoned across the top; her old school and the one Toby attended now. The words “Keeping in Touch” were written under the logo in large print. It was some kind of newsletter detailing the children’s achievements of the term so far. Karen shoved it on to the TV cabinet without reading the rest.

She was used to the still silence that came with too much time home alone, but today it unsettled her, and she switched the TV on to fill the void where a bustling after-school routine might have been. It flickered into life and she left it on the channel it was already tuned to, ignoring the predictable fodder of the retired and unemployed that came on and heading upstairs to fix her makeup before Michael arrived. She wanted his mental picture of her to be a good one, to last him the few days he’d be away. In the couple of years they’d been together, they had made sure never to let themselves go, become comfortable in the way they might have done had things been different. Their time together was always cherished, knowing that he might have to leave at any minute if a family emergency arose.

As she refreshed her lipstick and mascara and applied more blush to her cheekbones, she thought of poor exhausted Eleanor and the way she never had a second to spend on herself anymore, and of Bea and the fact that all she had was time. And her job, which didn’t exactly seem to be going swimmingly at the moment. She should offer to do more for both of them, she decided: take the boys off Eleanor’s hands for the day so she could get some well-deserved rest, spend some more time with Bea and try to find her someone who made her happy. Not that that had exactly gone well last time she’d tried—a fact Bea didn’t hesitate to remind her of. In retrospect it had probably been a silly idea to set her friend up with someone she worked with, though Bea could have shown a bit more gratitude and at least waited until Sean had left before calling him a total wanker under her breath.

The fact was, Karen only ever wanted the best for her friends.

When her face began to feel heavy from the makeup she would remove in a few hours’ time, she flicked the screen of her phone, dreading a message telling her that Michael had had to leave while she was still at work. There was nothing, just a couple of emails that could wait until later, and a text from Bea.

E looking harassed. Do all mums look like that? Thank God we r happily sprogless!!! Xx

Karen smiled at Bea’s way of telling her she was worried about Eleanor while trying not to look interfering. She fired off two text messages, one replying to Bea—Sure she’s fine but texting her now. Maybe we should offer to take boys this wkend?—and one to Eleanor: Love our lunches. Miss u as always. Anything I can do to help with the little men? Xx

Bea replied almost instantly.

Sounds good. Let me know when. Xx

Karen was just about to tap out another message, her thumb hovering above the screen, when she heard Michael’s key in the door.
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ELEANOR

As Eleanor left the café, she felt the calm and freedom seep away from her like a physical drain on her body. She had to go and pick Noah up from her mum’s, then it would be back to school for Toby, followed by tea and bath time. When Adam arrived home, he was usually too knackered to put the boys to bed, so she’d end up doing that too. It would be eight thirty before she could sit down, and then she’d be listening for the monitor all evening, eventually crawling into bed for her three hours’ sleep before Noah woke again.

As she drove, she thought of Bea and Karen and what they would be doing with their evenings. With Michael away, Karen would probably work, typing up notes, making referrals and sorting invoices, all done from the comfort of her own sofa with a glass of wine in her hand and a trashy movie on TV. Bea would spend her evening at the gym, popping over to Eleanor’s long enough to disturb the kids—no matter what she promised—then getting changed to head out with the girls from work, no doubt. She’d drink and laugh until late and then climb into bed safe in the knowledge that tomorrow was Saturday and she could sleep in before lunch out with Karen or one of her other friends.

Eleanor’s evening looked a bit different. If Noah went down okay, she had calls to make about the surprise party she and Bea were arranging for Karen’s birthday in six weeks, and she wanted to make a list of decorations they would need for the VIP booth in the restaurant she’d booked—she still hadn’t decided if they should have a theme. She and Bea had spent a whole afternoon window-shopping for ideas when they’d first started planning it months ago, and all they’d managed to decide was no pink. Then tomorrow Toby had football at 10 a.m., so she and Noah would go to that with him while Adam worked, then they’d all have lunch together before a birthday party with the other mums from the school, followed by takeout and a film in the evening. Such a glamorous life.

She often tried to remind herself that this was what she’d wanted—that this stage of the boys’ lives wouldn’t last forever and she’d miss it when they were teenagers and she could do what she liked. By then, though, she was pretty sure she’d be too knackered from the last ten years to get her glad rags on and go to a nightclub. Did nightclubs even let you in over forty? Maybe there was a special room for people who’d spent their thirties covered in baby sick. And by the time Noah was old enough, Toby would be eighteen, and the thought of bumping into him at a bar sent her into a cold sweat.

Her phone rang, Adam’s name flashing on the caller ID.

“Hey, love.” She put him on hands-free and shouted into the receiver.

“Hey, how are you?”

“Good, thanks, what’s up?” It wasn’t that Adam never called her in the day anymore; it was just that there was always a reason, which usually involved adding to her to-do list. Can you just pick me up . . . ? Can you just post that . . . ? “Just” had become a dirty word in their household.

“Okay. Work’s hectic, though. Just calling to say I’ll be a bit late. Overran today, and I’ve got to fit another call in before I can break for tonight.”

Her heart sank a little at the words. She envied Adam his ability to let his life “run over a bit,” safe in the knowledge that she’d be there to sort everything out. The tea, the house, the kids. Was this how she’d imagined her life when she’d met him? Was domestic drudgery to be her only reward for taking on him and his eighteen-month-old son?

That wasn’t how she really felt, of course. Toby was every bit her son. She’d raised him for seven years, he called her Mum, and he was none the wiser that it wasn’t true. She knew the girls thought she and Adam should tell him about his real mother, but the truth was that she couldn’t bear the thought of their perfect family becoming a little less perfect. Having him shout, “You’re not my real mum” during an argument, or going off to look for the egg donor who dared to call herself his natural mother. There was nothing natural about choosing drink and drugs over your kids. That woman hadn’t earned the right to be the shadow that hung over their lives. And yet she was, because deep down Eleanor knew she was being an awful person for keeping Toby from knowing where he came from. She knew it was selfish and mean, and she justified it by telling herself—and anyone who would listen—that it was for his own good. What kid wanted to know his mother had abandoned him before he could even tell her how much he loved her and needed her? Toby didn’t need that; they didn’t need to be a problem family.

“Okay, baby, I’ll take care of things.” Eleanor tried not to sigh but didn’t quite manage it. If he noticed, though, he didn’t say anything.
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