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      The cushion wrapped up the sides of her bum as she sat heavily into it. Her hands arrived comfortably on the welcoming arms of the chair. Its high back allowed her neck to relax. Staring at the ceiling, she heard the door to the street close down the stairs. A spider wove its secret web in the afternoon light, wrapping around the chandelier above her as it was determined to do each night before the cleaner removed it in the morning. It would have been nice to leave it there. Gwen welcomed the company. Only she and the tiny spider knew all that was shared from this chair. But with phobias and paranoia being just a part of what she listened to each day, she couldn’t take the risk. This work was her survival, her income. The web could not stay, but for now she marvelled as the little creature set up again for the evening.

      Six clients today, heard and feeling clearer, if only for a little while, until their old stories surfaced again and fought to win. Some would win over their story. The power of the human spirit was remarkable when the pull forward was strong enough. Finding out what that actual pull was for most clients was the hard bit, waiting as they scraped deeper into their wounds and reactions.

      Tomorrow was a shorter day. Gwen loved Tuesdays. Always had. It had been a Tuesday when her mother took her out of school to get her ears pierced. She was eight and, as one of seven children, having her mother to herself was a treat indeed. When her mother’s face had poked in through the classroom door, she had been confused. Was it good news or bad? But it was simply her mother wanting to do something special just for Gwennie, as she called her.

      She’d had a love affair with Tuesdays ever since, and with earrings. Even when her ears became infected from wearing cheap ones her cheap ex had bought her, she had refused to let the holes close. New holes wouldn’t connect her to her mum. Tears welled with the longing of missing her.

      Breathing deeply, she pushed herself up from the purple chair. Her clinic room was one of her favourite places, but closing its door at the end of the day was also satisfying. The chill of the late afternoon seeped through the door of the shared hallway downstairs. Gwen wrapped her scarf closer and adjusted her hat. Her hand, gloved in hot pink cashmere, turned the knob and the door opened onto the quiet tree-lined avenue outside.

      “Another day, another dollar, hey, Gwen?” Bert asked. The predictability of his words made her smile. His hobby shop closed at the same time as her clinic. With her bike parked in the rack out front, it had been over four years of the same question. There was no need to shake up his world with a new response.

      “You got it, Bert. You got it.” His smile answered her own and he walked up the path past the other closing stores towards the carpark. Gwen unlocked her bike and pedalled off down the gentle slope. She rounded the corner and joined the slightly busier road towards home. Peak hour in Wattledale was not hard riding. The only car horns were usually locals tooting hello and waving as they overtook her in their cars, or tooting hello to other drivers.

      Before the door clicked shut to her cosy flat, Claudia was rubbing herself against Gwen’s leg. “Hey, girl!” She bent and picked the cat up, ignoring the black fur left on her turquoise trousers. Claudia lifted her white chin for Gwen’s touch, massaging paws, also white against the black, into her shoulder. “How are you, darling girl?” Within seconds, the cat had jumped down and was insisting on dinner. Gwen obliged and then tended to her own meal. The microwave pinged and dinner was served. She wished she could find the motivation to prepare healthier meals like she used to.

      Monday evenings almost felt like Fridays since Tuesdays were her non-negotiable self-care afternoon, with no work. It was two or three clients, as little paperwork as possible, and out the clinic door by 11 am. Settling into her Monday evening, with her feet up and her finger on the TV’s remote control, she was interrupted by the ringing of her phone. She sighed, seeing her brother’s name on its screen, and chose the remote instead. She had watched this whole series of Miranda before, more than once, but sometimes it was the only thing to make her laugh out loud. It was a Miranda sort of night. She chewed on the first bite of tuna mornay, straight from the plastic tray it came in. Every time she ate this meal, she let her mother down, if only in her own eyes. Her mother had taught her how to make the best one on the planet, but four minutes in the microwave with a frozen imitation was so much easier.

      Ignoring the calls from Mark, her older brother but not the oldest, became too hard after four attempts in half an hour. She paused the show.

      “Hi, Mark. What’s up?”

      “Oh, you are there? Why did you ignore my calls then?”

      “I had stuff to do, no big deal. Like I said, what’s up?”

      “It’s just bloody rude to ignore my call.”

      Gwen sighed. “What do you want, Mark? If you’re just here to hassle me, then I’m hanging up.”

      “No need to be like that. You’re the one who ignored my call.”

      “Goodbye, Mark.”

      “Wait! Geez, you’re so sensitive. I’m just checking that you’re coming to visit Mum on Saturday.”

      “I’m not sensitive. You’re just rude. And yes, of course I am. I don’t need you to check. As if I wouldn’t be there. I’ll see you then.”

      “Be like that, then. See ya.”

      “Bye, Mark.” She pressed the red button and claimed her evening back.
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      Raindrops kissed the window gently, leaving winking diamonds when the sun tried to break through.

      “She’s just awful. That’s the simple truth.”

      “That may well be, Nina, but the question is how you’re going to handle this?”

      It was Nina’s third session in the purple chair. The bright earrings and vivid handbags changed each time, but the clothes, whether a dress or pants and a top, remained consistently black. She exhaled loudly before replying in her thick Spanish accent.

      “Well, one thing’s for sure ­– I’m done with being her visitor. And the same for my other siblings. For years I’ve been showing up, asking them about their lives. Showing interest! And what do I get in return? Nada! Not one of them ever asks about me. And then she dares to turn around and treat me like I’ve got no idea about life when I’ve done more living than all of them combined!”

      Nina’s nostrils flared and her jaw clenched as she stared out the window. Gwen sat waiting, allowing the comfortable silence to wrap around them. Its softness slowly seeped into her client’s heart.

      Nina inhaled deeply, allowing her exhale to fill the space. “I’ve been thinking about what you said last session, though. How sometimes the only power we have is in how we react. Which I like, even if it’s for the wrong reason.”

      Gwen looked at her client questioningly.

      “Well, managing my reaction could bring me peace, perhaps. But I do it because when I don’t react it pisses her off more than when I cry or look upset. So I sort of have the upper hand. I win.”

      The look offered in reply said enough.

      “Oh, alright,” Nina said. “Am I really at peace?”

      “That’s the question indeed,” Gwen said with a smile.

      “No, but it’s a start – like there’s a shift in power between us. I mean, really, we just happened to be born into the same family. The less she affects me, the freer I could be.”

      “Hypothetically, Nina, yes. But why not let love for yourself pull you forward, rather than your scorn of her? How about we stop focusing on her for today and consider that? What does loving yourself look like, or feel like?”

      When people considered this question, tears often surfaced. Opening to receive their own love was painful for almost every one of her clients. Just considering the possibility triggered a mixture of relief and terror. Some were waiting for someone to give them permission, but that had to come from themselves.

      Gwen was not averse to offering a hug on occasion. She had realised a long time ago that hugs sometimes helped her clients more than an hour in the chair, getting lost in the paralysis of verbal analysis. She refused to allow the dryness of her university qualifications to stand in the way of humanity. As a torrent of pain and relief flowed from them, she held them instead of just sitting and watching. Nina’s tears dampened the shoulder of her shirt.
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      On Tuesday, after the morning’s work was done, Gwen decided to drive to Kestrel. It was a pretty town, just under an hour’s drive from Wattledale, but far enough for her not to be recognised by clients or any friends of her siblings. Light rain reduced her choices of things to do as she pulled up to park on the wide, country street. It didn’t bother her. One of Gwen’s favourite things was to read a trashy novel with a shockingly predictable ending. She liked to rebel against her usual limit of one ordinary strength coffee per day and drink two strong ones back-to-back. Those coffees, along with reading something so wonderfully shallow, were all she sometimes needed to escape her reality of adult responsibilities. She found the quaint café she had noticed on Instagram and was pleased to see the cakes matched the images her screen had already tantalised her with.

      Tuesday afternoons were a time for not really caring – but still caring enough to not sabotage the rest of her week with complete abandon. Such delights reconnected her with an adult version of childish play. It balanced the heaviness of listening to clients all week, too often topped off by the general heaviness of her family. She was dreading Saturday, seeing them all again, but would never miss the day for her mum.

      The hummingbird cake was divine. Laden with sugar and spices, not gluten-free, not dairy-free, and enough to fill her up without being so much as to deliver regret. Washing it down with the strong coffee, Gwen smiled at her mutiny. It wasn’t much, she knew, but it was absolutely guilt-free. The wellness industry exhausted her at times and while she generally ate well – excluding microwave dinners, hummingbird cake and double-shot coffees – sometimes she wanted to live back in the 1970s and 80s when no one gave a shit about gluten or dairy, not even her.

      The wind picked up while she stamped the crumbs of hummingbird cake on the plate under her fingertips and transferred them to her tongue. A paper bag blew past the window, speckled with a few raindrops. She wondered what its story was. What had it held? She imagined putting a tracker inside to find out where it landed but thought the local rubbish dump was most likely and not at all exciting.

      She had only taken a few steps outside, the wind reaching her bones under her long coat, when she woke to four people standing over her. She sniffled and blood stained her hand as she wiped under her nose. Confusion rendered speech impossible. She stared at three concerned hovering adult faces and a guilty teenage
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