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For Hilary and Nick




You remember too much,

My mother said to me recently.

Why hold onto all that? And I said,

Where can I put it down?

Anne Carson, ‘The Glass Essay’

A cage went in search of a bird

Franz Kafka, Aphorism no.16 

People can be removed from the world

They don’t tell you that, but it’s true

I mean, they do tell you, but they don’t tell you

People you love can be removed from the world

(They can remove themselves)

They will be removed from the world

Didn’t anybody ever tell you that

Emily Berry, Ghost Dance
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Part One







Guest v Finbow: Day One

Watch her, Anna Finbow, as she approaches the Royal Courts of Justice in a glossy Land Cruiser. The windows are dark, so it’s not immediately clear who is inside yet, but the photographers sense that, finally, this must be her. Abruptly, they break out of their conversations, turn and point their lenses, jostling for the right position to take her picture. The car door opens to the sound of cheers and some heckling. A woman in her fifties gazes out. 

Pivoting on the leather seat, she raises her chin and slips carefully out of the car, pausing only when an assistant, someone new, passes her phone and a box-shaped handbag. She’s wearing her favourite square sunglasses, and her dark hair is blow-dried firmly in place like a helmet. When her lawyer approaches, Anna greets her with a kiss on each cheek. Together, they link arms. 

You must know my old boss, Anna Finbow. Her smile will be familiar from Anna’s Advent, the festive cookery show – now in its tenth season – that runs throughout December. She will have smirked at you in print from the masthead of the lifestyle column that she pens in the weekend newspaper. Chances are, you’ll own one of Anna’s collectible ceramics somewhere, too. An eggcup, or perhaps even a cereal bowl, in one of her famous designs. ­Finbow Flora – a cottage-kitsch, filigree pattern of intersecting willow leaves and little daisies – which she glazed onto almost everything she made. Nauseatingly chintz, I always thought, but that’s what Anna’s brand represented. Her name was synonymous with a lost vision of Britain: rosebuds over the door, cricket on the village green, a huge kitchen filled with happy children. A myth, basically. A fiction that Anna’s bitter courtroom feud will soon expose. 

There was a time when Anna wasn’t so sweet. She had hell-cat years, back in the early nineties, when she was still with Albion. That was her band, which she joined as a singer when she was twenty-four years old and completely off her head. I would feel uneasy as a little girl when I saw her on my parents’ television – an impish, punky muse in flamboyant outfits and pencilled-on beauty spots. Witty and outrageous; our nation’s cause for concern.

As I watch her approach the courthouse, I realise that has never changed. There never was a moment, during my brief employment, where I didn’t feel uneasy around Anna. That’s the effect of famous people on those like us. You’re not meant to feel at ease. In their enlightened view, there is always a ‘them’ and always an ‘us’. Anna’s universe was binary: those who were with her and those who were against. It made her paranoid and suspicious of those who she surrounded herself with. 

Almost everyone. For a short while, she was willing – far too willing – to trust me.

Anna stops to interact with the well-wishers who have gathered along the Strand in the late-September sunlight. I am still awed to see her squeezing hands and signing old photographs, her smile dazzling and mendacious. In the months we worked together, Anna often complained about how this whole legal nightmare had aged her. During the long conference calls with her legal team, she’d drag a jade roller over her face in a panic, as if trying to seal some essence of youthful vitality back into herself. She needn’t have worried. Her beauty is resilient, baked into her heart-shaped face and the perfectly symmetrical features, which often made me want to sculpt her. 

Before long, Anna is bustled away from her fans. Leaving them without a backwards glance, she ascends the small flight of steps leading up to the entrance of the courthouse. There, by the great doorway, Anna is joined by her husband, Bonamy. As he bounds up to her, my body stiffens with shame. He’s dressed smartly in a grey linen suit and yet there’s always something elegantly scrappy about Bon’s appearance, like he’s been sketched with a pencil. He and his wife turn back around for one last photo. For a moment, it’s big waves and cautious, toothless smiles. Everything about their bearing suggests gratitude, then, beneath that: grim defiance. Above the sound of camera lenses closing, their fans call out, pledging love and wishing them luck. It is a surprise to catch myself saying it, too.

The couple turn, now encircled by police officers. Behind the railings, the crowd loosens; mobile phones are lowered, but I manage to keep sight of them. This is when I notice their hands. Bonamy and Anna are holding each other in the secret way I know they sometimes do. Not the usual palm to palm clasp; instead, they are linked by their fingertips which curl around each other. 

Abruptly, the scene ahead of me blurs with tears. I cling tightly on to the railing in order to stay upright. This was the special way that Mary used to hold their hands, Anna once confessed, referring to their only daughter. When she was very little, it was the way Mary grasped them; how they all led each other through her early years. It was the family’s secret handshake. When Mary first disappeared, Bonamy and Anna regressed into this childish handholding all over again. Just one of many strangely comforting habits the couple fell into almost two years ago, when their dark ordeal first began. 

When I first got a job in Anna’s household, she’d talk about Mary as if she was still just an infant asleep in the next room. She went on about how adorable her little girl was. How loved. She spoke of the embroidered Bonpoint dresses Mary wore, and the ­croquembouche they had delivered from Stohrer each year for her birthday. How Mary had delivered their wedding rings on rollerskates, gliding down the church aisle to ‘Love Me Do,’ before reciting a Yeats poem from memory. ‘“Tread softly”,’ Mary had lisped, aged seven. ‘“Because you tread on my dreams.”’ Every year at Anna’s and ­Bonamy’s ­wedding anniversary party, Mary would recite it again and bring the house down. I would smile patiently, as Anna made me watch the old grainy videos on her phone, and say how much I wish I’d seen the real thing. I’d pretend I hadn’t noticed the strange language that my celebrity-boss lapsed into – that instinctive way she talked about her daughter’s childhood, in the present tense.

I’m ashamed, now, of how I indulged those nostalgic fantasies. When in reality, Mary is an adult and bitterly estranged from her mother. Their last interaction was almost two years ago and coincided with the same time Mary began seeing Jean Guest, a maverick new therapist. Welsh, mid-fifties and unlicensed, this is the same woman who dares to sue Anna Finbow in court this week.

When Mary first vanished at the age of twenty-two, devastating letters were penned to those who loved her most. She explained how she would be cutting herself off, dedicating her life to Jean and that the girl they once knew should be forgotten. But Anna would not forget. She went straight to the internet to tell the world what had happened, warning everyone about the wicked witch who carried her daughter away. Jean Guest quickly retaliated with a lawsuit, claiming defamation. Anna countered that she was simply telling the truth. Mary has abandoned her mother and instead taken up her therapist’s cause.

I am dedicating my life to my healing now, Mary had written to her parents in the brutally cold email she’d sent as she cut herself off. Do not try to find me.

The worst bit of that message, Anna later reflected, wasn’t their daughter’s tone – haunted and angry though it was. Nor was it the way Mary accused her parents of destroying her life and every chance of happiness. It was the fact that she addressed her ­­parents by their Christian names. Anna claimed she was never Anna to Mary. She insisted on Mummy.

By the way, I no longer think of, or refer to, you as my mother and father, Mary wrote in her bitter postscript to the email. Because those are names you earn.



With the couple now inside, the crowds disperse. I pause for a sensible amount of time, then head for the law-court steps, passing a group of protestors wielding placards and signs.

A thin man with bright blue eyes pushes a petition towards me, calling for regulation in the therapy industry. Another pamph­let calls out the reckless use of psychedelic drugs by unlicensed practitioners posing as healers. The Finbows have paid these attendants, but still, I take a leaflet, burying it deep into my rucksack, which is then taken from me and scanned for chemicals or explosives.

The atrium of the Royal Courts of Justice is vast and splendidly gothic, like some great hall of a fairy-tale castle. My voice shakes as I give my name at the reception, and then I receive directions to Courtroom Six. When I reach the upper gallery, it is chaos: court reporters are vying for the best seats and ushers patrol about, reminding us to sit down so that spaces can be filled. I manage to find one at the back, so that my presence won’t be too obvious, but close enough to get a clear view over the dark wooden benches below. 

There are only fifteen minutes to go before proceedings will begin, and the atmosphere is turning nervy and airless. An older woman next to me sighs and asks if I think the air conditioning is malfunctioning. I shrug, but as our arms touch, I notice how cold and damp her skin is. Fanning the air, she admits she’s feeling faint. I rummage in my rucksack for my water bottle and offer it to her. I find it touching when she accepts. 

‘What’s your connection to all this?’ I ask, quietly tucking the bottle away. I glance downwards at the woman’s loafers and her expensive handbag, then back up at her lined face. Her brown eyes brim with pain. 

‘My daughter got involved with this woman, too. Five sessions a week at one point. She ruined her life.’

My voice catches in my throat. ‘I’m so sorry—’



She thanks me solemnly. ‘I used to fantasise so often about her facing justice. But the police never got enough evidence to ­criminalise her.’

My pulse rises. ‘What is your daughter’s name?’

The woman’s lips tighten. ‘Oriel.’

For a moment, we fall quiet, watching the remaining spectators take their seats.

‘And you?’ The woman’s gaze returns and flits over my cropped hair and the antique man’s watch I like to wear. I can feel her trying to get the measure of me. ‘What brings you to the show?’

There is a pause. I glance around me. ‘My name’s Augusta,’ I say, quietly, using my full name, in case any journalists overhear. 

‘Lucy Ayres.’ She extends a small hand. ‘I take it you know the Finbows?’

‘Just a friend of the family,’ I say.

Somewhere in the court papers, I am referred to as Anna’s ‘aide’ but the truth is that I am much closer to her than that. For now, though, I don’t go there. 

The woman smiles a faint approval, then straightens in her seat. In the courtroom beneath us, two groups of lawyers bustle in, wheeling suitcases of paperwork. The clock hands skip towards ten. The clerks ready their bundles of evidence. Any moment now, Justice Larkin will appear. Our sensational trial will soon unfold. 









Stoke-on-Trent, April

Six months ago

Whatever they will accuse me of later, I never sought to be Anna’s aide, and I’m not the kind of person who makes a habit of messaging celebrities out of the blue, either. But the thing about Anna Finbow is that you felt as if you knew her. It was – and still is – her greatest skill. Her fortune was carved out of that knowing familiarity she fostered. I resisted it at first, but I turned out to be no different from everyone else. Before long, I fell for it, too. 

I could argue in court that, as a ceramicist myself, I had no choice but to apply for work with Anna’s business; that the forces acting on me were purely economic. We certainly weren’t a creative match – Anna was famous for her bone-thin, floral uniformity, whereas my style is more like me: earthy-toned and slightly misshapen. I never make dainty teacups, but mugs the size of tankards, with their surfaces roughly hewn. The texture of cauldrons, as a teacher once put it.

In my defence, I could claim that I needed a part-time job to support my own fledgling pottery business; that there wasn’t much other work around. So, when I happened to see her out walking her dog one evening near her factory in Stoke, of course I seized the moment and got in touch.

But that would only be one version of the story. Told differently, another version would say that I was obsessed with Anna, seeking her out and exploiting my privileged access to her, once I had gained it. 

The truth sits somewhere between the two. 

It was her coat that had caught my attention first. Chocolate-coloured, suede and long, there was no mistaking the expensive drape of it. Then it was the way Anna stood. Her shoulders were hunched up close to her ears and her hands were buried in her pockets. As my bus stalled, I noticed she was staring into the window of a toy shop. That was probably the first moment that disrupted my original image of Anna Finbow as a steely, untouchable edifice. Standing there in front of those brightly lit toys, she looked cowed, like a woman – or even a little girl – who had lost something. Human posture tells us so much more about a person than we ever realise. It has its own alphabet. 

Was it grief that brought her here? I had wondered as I studied her. Or embarrassment? I’d read everything I could find about the public spat with her daughter, Mary, and the massive legal case – now a defamation claim – that was mounting between her and Mary’s therapist. The news was so full of gossipy updates, it made sense that Anna might want to escape her home in London for Stoke-on-Trent. To get her head down and work, just for a while. Until things quietened down. 

My bus pulled away and I gained another sight of that famous profile. My heart pattered with the thrill of coincidence.

Here it comes, I thought. A chance.

A year ago, I’d done the same thing as her and escaped London, too. The Potteries, once the fiery heartland of British ceramics, holds a certain appeal to broken people. For one, there’s no town centre: we’re instead made up of six small towns, which compete for primacy and wrestle for council funds like a nest of underfed chicks. To live somewhere so geographically fragmented makes you feel a bit more whole, and I wondered if Anna knew that, too. On her website, she called Bellinter, her factory, the ‘cradle’ of her brand, but the city itself was curative. I had moved here after a series of break-ups. Gradually, as the months passed, the Potteries fused me back together.

Later that night, on the mezzanine of my studio where I slept, I’d opened an application on my phone. Anna’s profile was never far from the top of my recent searches. I clicked on the envelope sign and introduced myself, telling her that I’d literally just gone past her in the street and that her brown coat was amazing. Then I gave a little background. I made a great deal of the art foundation course that I’d actually never finished, as well as the calibre of my references, which, I assured, could be provided on request. I pasted across the sales pitch from a previous application I had submitted.

26 years old. Ceramicist. Born and bred in Stoke. Worships your brand: songbook of English interiors. 

Trained in Rome. Team player, self-starter. Loves to be challenged. Ambitious. Determined.

Needing experience, so happy to muck in and do (just about) anything.

If your team is already full, no problem at all!! I’d still love to take you for a coffee and hear about your career? 

I pressed send. A minute later, I opened the app and typed another message. 

Not sure if you remember, but we actually met once before! At a party. 

Then I hesitated, remembering that brutal occasion when she had ignored me. In the end, I thought the better of it. It was a night I wanted to forget, anyway. I highlighted that bit of text and pressed delete.

Those messages were the first of many untruths I told Anna. 

I’m not a native Stokie, by any stretch. I moved up here the ­February before last. Before that, it had been the cheapest fringes of London; before that, school in the southwest. Kingsfold had been one of the last remaining Evangelical Christian schools in the country. By the time I arrived, it had changed to a secular status, but many of the fanatical teachers remained. My parents worked there, too, and though they weren’t organised enough to be truly religious, our house was still imbued with their employer’s stiff morality. I got out as soon as I could.



After a few wrong turns along the way, I ended up in London. But really, in its suburbs. In Wanstead, I rented a room within a large house owned by an older American lady who lived on cruise ships for six months of the year, and who raised the rent slightly before each passage. Her saving gesture was the job in the café she found for me. Any money I had left over, I spent booking time in the pottery studio nearby. Back then, I suppose I was only playing about, shaping things, copying the skills and techniques of the more talented ceramicists I observed around me. But, as I sat at that wheel on those alternate Saturday afternoons, I felt grounded for the first time in my life. There is a primeval, essential quality to working with clay. Humans have always done it. And in my studio, as I cut and weighed those cool blocks of material, I reconnected to an imagined lineage of past potters; a kinship I’d never found in romantic or even platonic relationships. Looking back, you could say I rediscovered a spirituality that had been stamped on in school. It never once occurred to me that I could make money from it. 

The fact that the whole practice felt so essential to my being meant I was frightened to pursue any formal training. How many art foundation courses did I get onto, only to drop out on day one? Art school was too expensive, I told myself; it only dampened raw talent or was otherwise simply too indulgent. So I opted, instead, to contain my deepest-felt desire in a hobby, rather than gamble my life on it. For a few years, the café work rolled on and I didn’t improve. Then I moved away to a different part of London and got a job in the local cinema. My trips to the studio became less frequent. I tricked myself into pretending this didn’t make me dreadfully sad. 

Occasionally, I read online about residencies. Back then, it seemed the most outrageous privilege to me, to receive a stipend and accommodation for weeks at a time, just to improve your craft. That was why, I reasoned, my applications were never successful. I didn’t believe, deep down, that I really deserved it. Then, one morning, a couple of years ago, during a painful creative dry spell, a surreal email arrived. My eyes scanned for the usual letting-down phrases: ‘unfortunately’, ‘we’re sorry’, or ‘not this time’. But nothing appeared. I had won a place on a residency in Rome. My world was about to change. Which, of course, it did, but so differently from how I would have wanted.

After Italy, I couldn’t face London again. It felt too much like going backwards. What I needed, desperately, was a place to live, and a studio with north light – the flat, grey kind of light that would reflect my heartbroken mood. I decided on Stoke. Beautiful studios were being created from its iconic old pottery factories, the rare kind of workspaces where you could also live. But when I first moved up here, nothing inside shifted. For months, I wandered the streets and supermarkets, bewildered with heartbreak. I realised how that dragging longing for someone didn’t miraculously lift from your chest just because you’d changed cities. When I saw Anna Finbow from the bus that day, I wondered if she was reaching the same conclusions. How the loneliness remains. Their absence carries day and night. It takes up residence inside you, wherever you live.

A week after I saw Anna, my phone flashed with a message. 

Hi Gus. Good to hear from you. Just confirming you are based in SOT?

My heart dropped. I had been cleaning tools in my studio but now things were different; I had received a direct message from Anna ­Finbow. Quickly, I wiped my hands, then hoisted myself onto my workbench, letting my legs dangle free as I read it over and over. The green glow around her name suggested she was still online. 

My hands shook as I typed my reply. 

Yes! Not far from your HQ. 

Anna was typing. The dots shimmered and rippled. I gripped the handset, muttering an inward prayer of thanks to the miracle of the internet. Then waited.



Would you be available to discuss a role at Anna’s this evening? 

I lowered the phone, feeling stupid for thinking Anna would handle her own communications. 

What time? 

7 ok?

Of course. 

At home, not Bellinter.

My correspondent gave me the address of Anna’s home in Hanley. I thanked her, amazed to learn how close it was.

Will Anna be there in person? I texted, fear swimming in my stomach. Just so I’m prepared!

No response came, but throughout the rest of the afternoon, I started to feel the old heaviness in my chest begin to lift. I sketched a plan in my mind of how I might position myself if I actually came to meet Anna; the ways I might win her over. For the first time in months, a feeling of clear-headed purpose came over me. I switched apps and texted a friend. 

So I might have good news.









Guest v Finbow: Day One

Gazing around Courtroom Six, I am astonished at the sheer circus of it all, at how the Finbow family estrangement has resulted in this very public trial. The absurdity of the situation strikes me again: how can a rift between a mother and daughter end up in the highest court in the country? Don’t we all have the right to disappear? Not according to Anna, who refuses to accept that Mary simply wanted out of her old life. No: it is her therapist who has poisoned her, to the point that Mary no longer knows her own mind at all.

All stories have a source tale that precedes them, an origin myth. 

Talk to me about your childhood, asks the probing therapist, in the recurring stereotype, when we are invited to make sense of our lives. In this case, the seed of Anna’s legal battle was planted online via her newsletter, The Peony, which was circulated to millions of inboxes on Friday afternoons. Anna often uploaded posts about the agony of her family estrangement. Usually, there were no consequences to this public outpouring of emotion; her fans had come to expect it. But the legal mistake she made, and which landed Anna in court on charges of libel, was to name Jean Guest outright. The defamatory text was sandwiched between a recipe for Earl Grey granita and a feature on summer garden games for kids: 

Many of you will have read about the plight of our family in recent months… To all of you who have got in contact to offer me your sympathy and support, thank you from the bottom of my heart. 

Before Mary began working with her so-called therapist, Jean Guest, she was the happiest, brightest girl. Everyone who met her was touched by her joy. But after receiving hours of “healing” our daughter has been turned against us. False memories have been inserted in her mind to isolate her and make demons out of those who love her most. Stay ALERT to unqualified therapists, new-age healers, life coaches, etc. They are modern-day cult leaders, twisted, dangerous and sick people who recruit talented young women like my daughter for their own financial gain. ­­Bonamy and I shall fight this. We will not rest until this industry is properly regulated in the United Kingdom and psychological manipulation has been made a criminal offence. So please do support our cause by signing this petition. 

In the meantime, keep me in your thoughts. Hold your loved ones close for me.

x Anna

I often imagine Anna writing the newsletter. It makes me want to shake her by the shoulders. What kind of mental fog must have descended upon her to pen something so irresponsibly provocative and hit send? When it was first published, almost eighteen months ago now, the press described it as a ‘blind’ and ‘broken-hearted’ post. But I’m not sure I believe that. I picture Anna crafting it with purpose, sitting in that cathedral-sized kitchen in Notting Hill, typing, as she always did, with her index finger, a frosted glass of white wine within reaching distance. I see her posting the piece, then taking a deep, vitriolic swig. This is the way she views the world, of course. ‘Them’ and ‘us’.

A letter from Jean Guest’s solicitor arrived before lunchtime the following day. Mary’s therapist was seeking seven-figure damages from Anna Finbow, for reputational harm. But even as the legal case against her mounted, Anna always dismissed the newsletter as her ‘little rant’. She refused to make any out-of-court settlements to Jean Guest, because she believed that what she had written was true. 

Since then, Anna has not wavered from that defence. Yet, discerning the truth behind her ‘truth defence’ is what brings us to the High Court today. Jean Guest will insist she is a dedicated healer who only wants the best for the troubled people she works with. Anna will counter that she is a cultic abuser, ripping families apart. At the centre of it all, there is the poor young woman, Mary, who has repeatedly stated that she only wants to be left alone. 

Still, the two women will go on with this battle about her life choices, fighting over her like a torn doll.



For all the horror of the circumstances, I know that Anna is actually looking forward to seeing Mary in court. She’s had only one brief sighting of her daughter in the twenty months that have passed since Mary began her sessions. The first day of trial will be, at least Anna is hoping, a family reunion. So, now, when a door in the upper gallery opens, I watch as Anna swivels round, her gaze scanning desperately along the row of spectators. Bonamy catches her eye from the front row and shakes his head. They can only bitterly conclude that Mary has not come. 

At five minutes to ten, another commotion catches their attention. Bonamy looks down and the tips of his ears redden. Jean Guest is arriving with her legal team.

It is a remarkable thing, to feel the presence of another human travel up and down your spine. There is a tingling feeling in the base of my skull – my hackles rising – then a slow heat which seeps down to my seat bones. Jean lingers by the wooden desk she will sit behind, conferring with polite ushers. Her modest handbag and navy crepe skirt suit give her a soft appearance: the bearing of a harmless academic, as if she poses no threat other than beady intelligence. She greets her team with terse smiles, thanking them graciously. All the while, she avoids Anna’s furious stare.

‘That fucking witch!’ mutters the woman next to me, Lucy, in an accent unused to swearing. Together, we watch Jean take her seat to the left of the raised judge’s bench, sitting parallel with Anna, whose defiant gaze is now trained forward. Shaking her head, Lucy whispers, ‘She took my little girl. My only little girl.’ 

I consider reaching over and squeezing her hand or making some other kind of gesture that would comfort us both, but soon the usher is calling us to rise for the judge’s arrival. We clatter to our feet as Justice Larkin settles himself down, reading out information on fire exits and issuing a long apology for the heat in the room. 



‘But moving on from our air conditioning: a word of warning about your own circulation. No doubt you will have encountered the cameras outside.’ 

He glances upwards and addresses the gallery. Do I invent the harsh way his stare fixes mine? 

‘Please refrain from speaking to any members of the press during the course of this trial. We are fortunate enough to have invited a number of journalists up here in the gallery, so we may trust that the fourth estate will report on our proceedings accurately and adequately without our input. These proceedings already deal with the complex nature of public discourse. Please do not add any more noise to it.’

And with that, Justice Larkin invites opening submissions. Jean Guest’s barrister rises and a momentary calm descends. I wonder if it is relief that the moment has finally arrived; that we have risen from the tabloid gutter into the more upright realm of reason and procedure. 

Still, I can’t help praying that I will somehow be spared all of this. The desperate hope that, before my part, a key legal precedent will be unearthed at the last minute and unravel the case entirely. I summon the scene: after a day or two of debate, a loophole is discovered. Bang, the judge brings his hammer down. The trial is over. I remain merely a spectator, not an actor. 

Fantasies. I’m good at those. I was once told that it stemmed from all the shame I carried around. I had developed a capacity that made me inventive – deviant, even – to avoid exposure. I was encouraged to see how this emerged from an impulse to protect myself, a survivalist instinct to secure my part in an alternative world, a better life than my own. 

Others will say that I was grasping upwards. An ambitious social climber. The lawyers will soon hurl the same insult that Anna once spat in my face, too. Perhaps without her sneer. Perhaps without her hand snatching my arm. 

The sting of it, all the same. 

‘Leech.’









Stoke-on-Trent, April

It was dark by the time of my interview at Anna’s home. Gusts of rain blew about, falling into the top of my shoulder bag and threatening to spoil the portfolio of my recent work I’d hurriedly printed out. As I turned onto Glass Street, a quiet road filled with beautiful old Victorian factories, my footsteps slowed. I took slow, steady breaths, but my stomach – all my organs – felt knotted together. Anna’s entrance was marked by stylish cylindrical lights on either side of her front door, and a camera crouched above them like a tiny gargoyle. I checked up and down the street in case anyone had seen me. The door opened almost as soon as I pressed the bell. Someone had been watching. 

Anna’s assistant, Clover, must have been in her mid-forties. She was dressed in the comforting way of artsy women her age: a turquoise boxy jacket; wide-legged, ankle-skimming trousers; a striped Breton top tucked into them. She blinked at me through her tortoiseshell glasses for a few moments. Her tired expression melted into relief. 

‘Thanks for making it,’ she said, extending a warm hand to mine and leading me inside.

The hallway had a seagrass matted carpet and smelt overpoweringly floral, like one of Anna’s shops. We climbed up a narrow, curved staircase into a vast open-plan living space which ran long and narrow beneath a vaulted ceiling. There were framed photographs of Anna’s family everywhere, aligned meticulously in rows on every surface like chess pieces. I was desperate to stop and look, but Clover led me towards its very end where the kitchen was separated off by sliding glass doors. A light sprang on as we entered: a huge Murano-glass chandelier which hung down over a moon-coloured marble countertop. I made an involuntary sound of recognition; this was where Anna’s festive cookery shows were filmed. For the last three series, she had baked and broiled, her ­tattoo peeking out of her sleeve as she whisked egg whites in her own range of glazed bowls. 

‘Anna will be with you soon,’ she said, fetching me a glass of water and bringing me into the living area. ‘She’s finishing a call.’

 I nodded. Then I noticed Clover’s coat in her hands. ‘You’ve already provided references, haven’t you?’ she asked, looking distractedly for her bag. ‘We need emails and phone numbers.’

‘Sent them earlier,’ I lied.

Clover made a murmuring sound, which made it unclear whether she’d actually heard me. Glancing down again at her phone, she swore. Her husband was going to be late. She needed to get home and put dinner on for the kids. As she began to make excuses, she kept looking nervously towards a doorway at the end of the living space. Anna’s office, I guessed.

‘I can wait,’ I said, in a voice that was too high-pitched to be casual. The prospect of sitting alone in Anna Finbow’s loft apartment could never be casual. Clover wavered as she looked me over, her eyes agitated and uncertain. ‘But do you have any advice for me?’

She sighed wearily. ‘The magic word is yes. Always agree with her. Whatever it takes. And don’t mention the legal nuisance. Not unless she brings it up.’ 

‘Of course I won’t,’ I reassured gently. ‘That’s private.’ 

Clover departed and I sat on the sofa for several minutes, stunned. With its cathedral proportions, the living space looked more like a museum than a home. I loved the wide openness of the space. How the kitchen evolved effortlessly into the lounge, and the gorgeous way it was all knocked through. For several moments, I took it in: the Francis Bacon on my left, the Lucian Freud to my right. With my fingertips, I pressed down onto the tightly sprung plushness of all her upholstery, thinking of how cold it was in my own studio. Inside my head, there was a voice announcing and re-announcing itself: I’m here. I’m actually inside her home.

And then, the study door opened and Anna strode in. 

‘So wonderful of you to come so late!’

I rose quickly from the sofa, goosebumps flooding my skin. She was wearing slim black trousers and a long, sleeveless cardigan that billowed as she approached. By the hearth, we faced each other, and she held my gaze. I wondered then if there was a flicker of remembrance; whether she recognised me, too. For a moment, my legs, my knees – my entire lower half – turned to air. Then her stare melted into a wide but vacant smile. Of course, she had no idea who I was. People like her never do. 

‘Clover’s an angel to have let you in,’ Anna said, letting the small dog who followed her run over and lick my hand.

I cast my eyes over her face. There was an old-fashioned aspect to her beauty. It was in the soft waves of her dark hair and the way her features aligned so evenly, like a five on a dice. But, up close, Anna also looked pale and under-slept; you could tell from the red rims of the lower lids and the slightly swollen bags under her eyes. I didn’t pity it. Part of me enjoyed the signs of suffering and fatigue that were legible in her face.

‘You weren’t waiting long, were you?’ she asked.

‘Hardly five minutes.’ 

‘Well, that’s a good start,’ she said, grinning sappily as her dog jumped up against my legs. ‘He likes you. Pick him up, will you?’ 

I did as I was told. Quill was the dog’s name. Anna constantly posted pictures of him. He was a stout and beady-eyed little dachshund, with russet-coloured rings of fat that collected in rolls along his front legs like Indian bangles.

Anna turned and went into the kitchen, expecting me to follow. I carried the dog through to where she lingered by the wooden dresser, absently flipping through some paperwork.



‘Clover assured me she vetted you, but I always like to meet ­people first, just to check they’re not a loony.’ She laughed heartily; somewhere beneath the sound was the smoking habit I knew she hadn’t kicked. ‘And vice versa, I expect. Did she get the agreement across to you?’

‘Yup,’ I said tightly, feeling a coldness settle in my chest. Botching references to Clover was one thing, but did Anna mean an employment contract or an NDA?

‘Good. Because we need absolute discretion. Okay?’ She discarded an envelope and fixed her attention back onto me. ‘Now, a couple of questions I always like to ask my team. What’s your single biggest passion? Clover told me you’re a potter?’

I thought back to one of the phrases I’d once used in a cover letter to her.

‘I make pots to live. Ceramic sculptures to breathe,’ I said, smiling warily as it came back to me. ‘I’ve actually printed a few photos of my—’

Anna interrupted me with a hand. ‘And what would you say is your best attribute?’ 

Ignoring a flare of irritation, I answered her. ‘My loyalty. Not only to the projects I work on, but also to people.’ There was a ­­terrible thinness to my voice.

‘And now your worst?’ Anna barked, quickfire style.

I hesitated.

‘Go on,’ she goaded. ‘I actually love this question and I’ll tell you why. We humans, we don’t reflect on our faults enough.’ 

I stared for a moment at Anna’s pointed finger, before the perfect answer appeared.

‘I always speak my mind. If you were to ask my opinion on something, I’d easily give it. I actually find it very difficult to lie.’

Anna softened. ‘That’s good. I’m surrounded by too many people who only tell me what they think I want to hear. It’s imprisoning.’ She got up from her stool then, and offered to show me round. ‘It might be a little premature, but we may as well go over it now. Come on. Over here.’ 

To my surprise, she led me further into the kitchen, to a cupboard beside the fuchsia-coloured Aga. ‘Here’s where we keep Quill’s lead,’ she said while I nodded, feeling totally lost.

Then she showed me the glass jar containing all his Bonios, his cod-liver oil supplements and the plastic bags I was to use to pick up his shit. Slowly, the reality dawned. Anna wasn’t looking to resource her design team; she needed a dog walker. 

His bed was there, by the Aga, she said, and over in the main living space, was a cage I could shut him into if he was getting chewy. The instructions went on for so long, I couldn’t bring myself to interrupt her. When she had finally finished, I opened my mouth to explain that there had been a mistake. I didn’t walk dogs. I was a ceramicist. Once again, Anna silenced me with a hand.

‘Hold on, we’ll get to your questions in a moment. I’ll just show you how the alarm works while it’s fresh in my mind. We’ve had to get it changed because of all the photographers,’ she said grimly, tapping her fingernails against the alarm keys. ‘And the fact I keep breaking it.’ She leaned in and whispered theatrically, ‘I’m actually number dyslexic.’

‘How often should I come?’ I asked carefully, half-frightened by how fast things had spiralled away from my original intention. I couldn’t conceive of a job that was further from what I wanted to do. Briefly I reflected: but could this access actually help me?

‘Will Quill be staying up here a lot?’ I went on to ask, tactfully. I knew, like the rest of the country, that Anna’s trial was expected to take place later this year. The fact that I was already worrying about her return to London told me then what I needed to know: this was a good opportunity. As her domestic help, I could boast of a far more intimate relationship with Anna than I might have gained at work. I would become part of her home, which might lead to something better.



Anna glanced downwards. A strand of dark hair fell in front of her face and she brushed it aside modestly, with the heel of her palm. ‘I plan to be here rather a lot. So, assume I’ll be needing you, rather than not.’

My heart skipped at that word, needed. There was a vulnerability to it that I couldn’t help responding to. I found myself smiling at her. Briefly, she returned it, then looked pointedly at her phone: a subtle gesture of dismissal. I gathered my things. But then, when I was halfway out of the door, she called out, sternly.

‘Hang on. Just a moment.’

My chest froze. Had she remembered something? I turned and looked upwards. Anna was standing at the top of the stairs, holding the dog and pouting.

‘You haven’t said goodnight to Quill.’ 

My footsteps were light, both from the rush of our meeting and embarrassment at her ridiculous charade. I ran my fingers over the cold, black button of Quill’s nose, telling him that I looked forward to working together. Anna nodded her approval. There was a hierarchy in her household and, evidently, I would sit on the lowest rung of it. Now that this had been ­­established, I was free to go. 

Once I reached the end of Glass Street, I collapsed against a wall and shut my eyes. I was taken aback by Anna’s instant trust, by that daffy sentimentality, and the strange force of our whole interaction. But, at the same time, when I thought of the background checks, and the legalities I had pretended to have signed, a sense of panic closed in. 

Not long, I soothed myself, counting six seconds for the in-breaths, six for the out. And if you do it right and give her what she wants, it’ll be worth it. ‘Grip the earth,’ I muttered aloud, flexing my toes in my boots. ‘Name the sounds.’ A siren nearby, the slick crawl of car tyres across wet tarmac. But, louder than the outside world, was the recent echo of Anna’s frantic instruction. 

‘Do not let Quill off the lead,’ she had warned, her tone suddenly shifting. ‘Whatever you do. Do not undo him, okay?’ I understood then, that behind that fear, was the loss of her daughter. Knots of pain loosened in my chest as I grew aware of it. ‘He’ll just run away,’ Anna continued, wide-eyed with worry. ‘Either that, or someone will take him. Promise me?’ 

We had locked eyes, there in her magnificent kitchen, and I had promised her. She had made me promise as if he were the last thing she had left. 

‘You won’t let anyone carry him off?’

‘I swear, Anna,’ I had said, remembering Clover’s words: the magic word is yes. ‘Don’t worry. You have my word. He’ll be safe with me.’









Guest v Finbow: Day One

Ms Ibrahim, acting on behalf of Jean Guest, stands first. 

‘My Lord, here’s the unfortunate situation,’ she begins carefully. ‘Your adult child decides they no longer wish to maintain a relationship with you. How should you respond? Those circumstances may indeed be sad, and they may be very painful, but they are not grounds for causing wilful damage to the reputation of those individuals who happen to retain contact with the estranged.’ 

There is a pause as she waits for that to sink in. Her fingertips rest on the desk, flexing and unflexing. 

‘That is why this particular case, however costly it has already proven, is not at all complex. There can be no disputing the defamatory language used by the defendant, Mrs Finbow, in her published newsletter, The Peony, nor the wide extent of its readership. And, since this is a question of libel, it is not my client’s responsibility to disprove the defamatory accusations levelled against her. We are merely bringing the claim. The burden of evidence,’ she says, gesturing elegantly towards Anna, ‘sits with the defence, whose evidence we look forward to examining later this morning.’

Ms Ibrahim pauses briefly for water, then spends several ­­minutes running over the failed attempts to get the case settled outside of court. ‘It is with deep regret that we are even here, My Lord. We decry the defendant’s resistance to mediation, despite mounting costs and emotional harm caused to those involved. Because, above all, it is Ms Guest’s own clients whom she cares for most. She cherishes their wellbeing far above her own reputation. For years, she has dedicated herself to the psychological regeneration of her clients, many of whom present with extremely challenging mental disorders. She is not interested in engaging in this proxy custody battle with her client’s mother. She simply wants to do her job.’



Ms Ibrahim turns and addresses the wider courtroom.

‘This has been her vocation since she left the family home in North Wales as an eighteen-year-old, to undertake her role as a mental health nurse in London, first at the Maudsley Hospital in Camberwell, then at HMP Feltham. Eventually, and at great personal cost, my client embarked on her own training in psychotherapy at Regent’s University. Unfortunately, she was unable to complete that training, due to her dedication to her day-job, but that struggle informed her pioneering practice. Today, she runs a successful coaching business out of her house in Primrose Hill, blending psychodynamic techniques with holistic treatments such as reiki, hypnosis and nutritional guidance. Many of her clients, from whom we will hear during the trial, credit her with altering the course of their lives for the better and in doing so, giving them the strength to launch careers, and achieve deeper self-acceptance.’ She pauses and glances towards Anna. ‘Or to leave certain relationships which no longer serve them.’ 

Ms Ibrahim’s manner softens as she concludes. ‘We extend sympathy towards Mrs Finbow for her anguish surrounding her daughter’s life choices. But we also posit that my client’s professional reputation must be respectfully upheld and cleared of these wholly destructive allegations.’

Ms Ibrahim thanks the judge and sits back down. In the gallery, there is the hum of thoughtful conferring. 

‘It’s not a coaching business,’ Lucy hisses aloud as those nearby acknowledge her uneasily. ‘It’s a cult.’ 

I place a hand briefly on her arm. An act of support, though I am not yet sure if I agree. Not when my body remembers old loyalties. Not when the softest part of me witnesses the deceit. Calls me traitor. 

‘Are you a therapist, My Lord?’ 

It is now Ms Carr’s turn to stand. An older, twig-thin woman, her heels clipping noisily on the ground, approaches the judge’s bench. The question elicits weak laughter from the gallery. Judge and barrister exchange a brief smirk; there is a twinkle of recognition between the two of them that alludes to a relationship beyond the courtroom. Perhaps they are college buddies, distant cousins, or family friends. 

‘No, you are not a therapist, My Lord, though you may very easily claim to be. Throughout the United Kingdom, this industry is dangerously unregulated. The terms “therapist”, “counsellor” and “life coach”, are not protected. I could go online this evening and purchase credentials that would allow me to set up practice as any, or all three, of those occupations tomorrow morning.’ She pauses and looks at her colleagues
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