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			To therapists and books people everywhere.

		

	
		
			

			Prologue One Year Before

			‘So,’ Helena hesitated, keeping her voice neutral, ‘he made you . . . taste it?’

			A little furrow appeared between Belle’s brows, just momentarily, but then she laughed, and Helena liked the way it sounded: low and musical.

			Helena often considered a session ineffective if the client did not cry. It meant they were either intellectualising to avoid pain, or she – the therapist – was asking the wrong questions. But with Belle, the laugh felt complicated. Warm and unsettling at the same time.

			Belle shifted in the soft blue couch cushions and Helena watched her new client move. The chunky gold Dior bracelet falling up her thin wrist as she leaned forward to the glass table, pushing the unused box of Kleenex aside to reach for her glass of water.

			‘Of course he didn’t make me taste it.’

			Belle flicked her blonde hair back and took a drink. It was warm, the air barely shifting through the open ­first-­floor window of Helena’s office, but Belle’s skin was matte and dry. She looked so perfect, on the surface.

			

			Helena studied faces, movements, inflections. She worked hard to understand the nuance of word choice or to infer the meaning of a muscle twitch. This observation and interpretation did not come naturally to her, as she knew it did to other therapists. For Helena this process was not intuitive, but deliberate and effortful.

			She approached it like a science. Accumulating thousands of pieces of information; as though filling a container in the room that only she could see.

			‘It was my mistake. I shouldn’t have bought mandarin hand soap,’ Belle said, with the air of clarifying a small misunderstanding. ‘I forgot he doesn’t like soaps made from fruits.’

			Helena waited. A client usually revealed more filling a silence than answering a question.

			‘He says if something is a food, you eat it,’ Belle added. And then, more softly: ‘I didn’t mean he made me eat it.’

			Helena wrote ‘mandarin’ on the pad she held in her lap. She never took many notes. Her memory – for facts – was flawless. She just needed a tool to break the emotional charge, to give herself time to formulate. Something subtle in the way Belle’s gaze flickered; Helena wasn’t sure she believed her. But it was too early to challenge. Not in the first session.

			Time for a new tack.

			‘Belle, why did you come to therapy today?’

			‘My sister suggested it.’

			‘It sounds like your sister cares about you deeply.’

			

			Belle only nodded.

			‘Your sister worries about you. About your relationship with your husband?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘So, you came to appease her?’

			Belle looked back at Helena contemplatively, as though considering this possibility for the first time. Then she smiled slightly. And there was something wryly playful behind the smile that intrigued Helena.

			‘Maybe I came to prove her wrong.’

			Sometimes, with a new client, Helena felt she could visualise their future therapy unfolding like a map – the route they would take in their sessions crystal clear. But with this client there was something more. Perhaps it was the challenge of the contradictions this woman was already presenting to her. There was a thrill to it.

			‘Clients usually come to see me together,’ said Helena, ‘but you have come without your husband. Why?’

			‘My husband is a busy man.’

			‘I think it would be more productive for you to come as a couple.’

			A look appeared behind Belle’s eyes then, dark and flat. It was so brief, disappearing almost as soon as it arrived, and she struggled to place it. But she thought it was fear, and it needled Helena long after it had passed.

			‘There’s something unusual I’ve noticed,’ Helena remarked. ‘In this entire session, you haven’t told me his name.’

			‘Julius,’ Belle said. ‘My husband’s name is Julius.’

			After Belle left, Helena put down her pad, on which still the only word was ‘mandarin’, but she would remember her first session perfectly. She walked over to the window, pushed aside one slat of the Venetian blind and peered down onto the triangle of streets that converged on Lancaster Gate below her office.

			

			She liked to watch her clients walk away. There was something valuable to her about observing them out there in the real world, seeing how they moved when they thought nobody was watching; when they thought Dr Helena Salve was not watching.

			Belle Averell walked slow and tall, her blonde head held high. Her beauty was striking and drew glances from passers-­by. Belle looked both ways before stepping out onto the road. She crossed diagonally against the pedestrian light, her body straight and unhurried. There was an unusual smoothness to her movement.

			She was sharing little of herself yet. Helena was used to that, of course, but there was something about this woman that piqued her professional interest. Or was it more personal than that? She felt drawn to her in a way that surprised her. But that was silly. Helena was an experienced therapist; she was far too long in the game for allowing likes and dislikes into the therapy room.

			 

			An hour later, as she slid into her usual seat at the Vault opposite Tala, Helena was still thinking about her new client. Tala had already ordered a bottle. She sloshed white wine into two flat-­bottomed, long-­stemmed glasses and passed one to Helena.

			‘Not for me,’ said Helena, holding up one palm.

			‘You sure? You look like you could use one.’

			Helena’s eyes narrowed. Did her best friend never age? She dressed the same as she always had, even back when they were students. Mostly in black, and always with some kind of statement piece: a pop of colour in an emerald neck scarf or a spray of sparkles in the form of a diamanté hair comb. Today, it was oversized pink earrings.

			

			She took in Tala’s open face, one eyebrow raised in an echo of her mouth, also asymmetric, corner upturned. There was a sardonic glee to her that made Helena relent – as she always did – and accept the glass. She took a large glug, felt the tension in her shoulders unwind a few millimetres, just enough.

			‘Listen to this,’ Tala announced, reading off her phone. ‘“The only reason I would ever reopen this pitiful book would be to tear it up and use it for firewood. The plot is so full of cracks, and the characters so dry, it would make perfect kindling.” One star,’ she concluded with a flourish.

			‘That might be your best one yet.’

			Helena did not offer reassurances or rebuttals. She understood; the ranting, one-­star reviews could be mocked. It was the moderate, mediocre ones that hurt more. They never joked about those. Nor about Tala’s low sales and the bookstores that wouldn’t stock her. They didn’t joke about her overall ratings, which sat obstinately in the twos.

			A smile slowly spread across Tala’s face. She never misinterpreted Helena’s intentions, as other people sometimes did. She knew her and accepted her. It was refreshing. Tala had a unique way of making Helena feel glossy and effortless.

			‘I pity your poor patients if that’s the encouragement you give them,’ said Tala.

			Then she looked down and Helena’s heart ached for her. They both knew she had a stack of signed copies of her last two novels that she couldn’t get rid of. They both knew only Helena and one other woman had turned up to her last reading. And Tala had said the other woman didn’t count since she’d misheard Tala’s name and thought she was Anne Tyler. ‘She lives in Baltimore,’ Tala had snapped at the slender, timid woman. ‘And she’s eighty. What did you think she’d be doing in Crystal Palace?’

			

			‘I don’t know if I can keep going with this,’ Tala said now, and there was a dejection there that was new.

			‘With writing?’

			‘You wouldn’t understand.’ Tala huffed impatiently. ‘You’ve got your life together. Look at me!’

			Tala wrote crime. Her books had a raw, fervent energy that Helena liked, and she always enjoyed reading them. Tala’s tenacity as a novelist stood apart from all other areas of her somewhat inconstant life, in which she turned over new leaves every week, joined new groups, rotated through hobbies, quit new jobs, ditched fledgling relationships on a whim.

			‘No one is reading my books! My publisher has given up on me. My agent is ghosting me. The handful of readers who do read me think I’m shit,’ she said, indicating her phone with the offending reviews then dropping it into her bag. ‘And I’m all out of ideas.’

			She had raised her voice and the couple at the neighbouring table looked over in unison with open curiosity. Tala ignored them and downed her wine.

			‘Enough of my woes. Shall we get another bottle? What’s going on with you? How’s Dylan? I hope he’s slaving over a hot stove for you right now, making one of his unique originals. What’s it tonight? Sweet and sour lasagne? Chocolate parmigiana?’

			

			Helena nodded for some more wine. Tala’s somewhat accurate description of her husband’s cooking style drew from her a distracted smile, but she was surprised to find that her last client of the day was still circling in her head.

			She wished she could tell Tala how much of a mystery Belle Averell seemed to be, but she never shared details of her work due to client confidentiality. She knew she would have a chance to discuss her new client with her supervisor, Martha, in their clinical supervision sessions. Helena had known her since she was an undergraduate and she respected her deeply.

			‘Dylan’s fine.’ Then, with Tala still scrutinising her, she sighed. ‘It’s nothing, really. Just a busy day.’

			Over the course of a large plate of loaded nachos and almost two bottles of wine, Tala failed to wheedle Helena’s thoughts about Belle out of her. It wasn’t until they were washing the salsa off their hands in the bathroom that Helena finally blurted out the story, and it was because of the mandarin hand soap.

			Standing side by side at the sinks in the Vault bathroom, mandarin-­scented bubbles dripping from their hands, Tala turned to her, riveted, aghast.

			‘He made her taste it?’

			‘He said soap shouldn’t smell like fruit,’ whispered Helena. And under Tala’s astonished gaze, she felt strangely vindicated. And now certain Belle was lying. He did make her taste it.

			Where Martha, her supervisor, was calm, measured and wise, Tala was the opposite. She was warm and passionate and big-­hearted and impulsive and irreverent.

			

			‘Jesus. What a toxic prick.’ Tala shook her head slowly, eyes wide. ‘What else has he done?’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			Belle Averell shared new drops of information sparingly, and Helena stored each one away like a precious little pearl. A year into their therapy, the rhythm of their sessions had taken on an almost dance-­like quality. One step: the quiet horror of what Belle would disclose next. Two step: Helena searching constantly for a way in.

			Outside of work, Helena thought about this client more than she ever had any other. She looked forward to their sessions. Belle’s vulnerability, or rather her refusal to acknowledge it, was a never-­ending source of fascination.

			‘Last night my husband threw a party,’ Belle said today, her voice like liquid, the statement soft and even. ‘But he didn’t invite anyone else. Just him and me. There were streamers, cupcakes. He laid out a whole spread. A kids’ party.’

			‘Who for? The two of you don’t have children.’

			‘No,’ Belle agreed.

			All her other clients’ pauses, she left unfilled. But with Belle, the silences teetered on the edge of a lost opportunity. It threw Helena off her stride, having to keep prompting her. She realised she was altering her therapeutic process for her.

			

			‘So, why a children’s party?’

			‘He led us through it step by step. All the motions. We pulled the party poppers, blew out the candles, ate some cake. He was so funny and sweet and giddy, and though it didn’t really make sense, by the end of it I just couldn’t stop laughing. It felt . . . joyous. Then he passed me a card and told me to open it.’

			Something twisted in Helena’s gut that she didn’t yet understand.

			‘I saw it was a birthday card. It took me a moment to catch on,’ Belle added. ‘Then I realised. It was – would have been – her birthday. The birthday of our unborn child.’

			‘You lost a pregnancy?’

			Helena felt her heart rate rise. She reached her hand into her pocket, where she touched the little scarab beetle brooch she always kept there. She worried it around her fingers, the familiarity of its contours regulating.

			‘He thought we weren’t in the right place to have a baby at the time,’ Belle said, her voice little more than a whisper. ‘So, we terminated the pregnancy.’

			Helena was aware of her own tendency to speak flatly, sometimes to say things people didn’t want to hear. But that was only in her personal life. Her professional self was much more measured. Or it was, with other clients. She fought down the indignant questions that rose up inside her chest.

			‘Was that what you wanted?’ she asked gently, rotating the scarab brooch.

			Belle relaxed the little furrow that had been deepening between her eyebrows. She seemed to consciously reset her face to match her therapist’s: controlled and neutral. And Helena felt a pulse of affection go out to her.

			

			‘I was happy when I found out we were pregnant,’ she acknowledged. ‘But to start a family you must both want to. Couples must make collaborative decisions.’

			‘So . . . the two of you discussed it?’

			The silence stretched long and this time, Helena allowed it. She wanted to keep scrutinising Belle’s facial movements but, aware this could be too intense, forced herself to break eye contact for a moment.

			She had a few specific mechanisms for this, and she executed one of them now by removing her glasses. They rested before her, suspended on a string of tiny multicoloured beads around her neck. The glasses chain evoked a woman of an older age than she, but Helena took pleasure in the incongruity of the choice. Besides, it was a practical solution to always losing her glasses.

			Eventually, Belle replied, ‘He booked me in for the termination.’

			Helena didn’t find it difficult to maintain professional detachment, even for the most horrific of traumas. Striking a balance between empathy and neutrality was crucial to the job, and sometimes a challenge for colleagues, but it came easily to her. Which was why the visceral clench she experienced now took her by surprise.

			This twisted man made her celebrate the birthday of the baby she never had.

			Not trusting herself to dig into this deeper just yet, she shifted tack sightly. ‘When you understood what the party was for, how did you feel?’

			‘At first, I was upset. But then we talked.’

			Her soft tone and the ghost of a smile playing at the corners of her lips did not convince Helena. Belle’s fingers were restless, fidgeting uncharacteristically with a fringe on a cushion.

			

			‘What did you talk about?’

			‘How painful it was.’

			Helena’s own heart beat hard, in sympathy, in injustice. She experienced an urge to embrace Belle, which was strange, because she disliked needless physical contact. She checked herself carefully. Her face did not betray the emotion she was feeling. It remained open, waiting for Belle to explain more.

			‘He knew how important it was for me not to forget our baby. He realised I needed to celebrate her memory. Maybe he even understood that before I did. And he was right. We weren’t yet ready to welcome a child into our family. It was so perceptive, so thoughtful of him. It was his way of looking after me.’

			Carefully, Helena felt her way around the extraordinary interpretation Belle was giving for her husband’s behaviour. She imagined herself sitting invisibly inside the strange space between this couple, mesmerised by an act of abuse mutating into an act of kindness. She realised Belle was waiting for her to say something.

			‘Did you feel looked after?’

			‘I know what you’re trying to do,’ Belle said mildly.

			‘What?’

			‘You’re trying to vilify him.’

			‘Does he need any help from me with that?’

			Helena knew she was pushing hard. By trying to empower Belle, she may be putting her at increased risk, from a husband who Helena suspected could be dangerous. But she had held back in their sessions for so long.

			

			‘Or is he playing the villain without my help?’

			For a moment, Helena felt the air in the room shift. She imagined that this was the moment that would change things – the two of them settling into a new therapeutic alignment. One where Belle finally let down her mask and delved deep into the underbelly of her marriage.

			But then Belle said brightly, ‘Well, time’s up,’ as she glanced theatrically at the clock.

			Helena almost laughed. At the inappropriateness of Belle’s light joking. At her own breathless anticipation for something more. Her expectation of a breakthrough felt suddenly naive. But, looking steadily back at her client, she felt a jolt of something close to admiration. She wondered how long Belle could hold on to her denial.

			‘It’s OK. I don’t have a six o’clock today.’

			‘That’s convenient,’ remarked Belle.

			‘No. It’s coincidence.’

			She’d still never met the husband. Whenever she’d suggested it, Belle had declined, and it only added to the ominous feeling she had about the man.

			‘Belle,’ Helena said, seized by a strange reluctance to let her leave. She had asked this question before. ‘Does Julius know you come here, to see me?’

			Belle paused, just fractionally. But Helena caught it.

			‘Of course.’

			It was the same answer she had always given.

			There was so much more Helena wanted to say, but she sensed if she moved any faster, she could push her away. Then Belle would be alone with Julius and no hope of escape. Belle needed Helena. Timing was crucial. She must force herself to continue to be patient.

			

			‘Go safely.’

			Long after Belle had disappeared from her view, Helena stood at the window. Eventually, she let the blind fall and turned back into her office. She was already planning their next session.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			A prolonged muggy spell gripped London, even though they were heading into the first week of September. The beer garden at the Vault was thronging with people eking out the final summer evenings as if on borrowed time. A barbecue in the corner sent fragrant, savoury smoke drifting up through the birch leaves into the indigo sky.

			They still called it the Vault, even though it had been taken over by new management months ago and renamed the Urban Oasis – a name Tala took personal umbrage with because it was kitschy and tasteless.

			‘Sorry I’m late,’ Helena said as she took her seat across from Tala, and then ‘not for me’ as Tala poured wine into both their glasses anyway. Helena noticed that the bottle was already half empty.

			A couple was kissing deeply at the table next to them. Normally, Tala would pass comment on how offensive this was. She’d been known to tap people on the shoulder before, breaking up their happy moment. But tonight, she seemed uncharacteristically quiet.

			Distracted by Tala’s mood, Helena accidentally knocked over the pepper grinder on the table as she reached for her wine. The grinder was tall and striking in bright primary colours. She picked it up, turned it over in her hands.

			

			‘Ugly, isn’t it?’ Tala remarked.

			‘It’s an Alessi. I can’t believe they have these here. They must be a hundred pounds each.’

			‘You like it?’

			‘It’s a design classic.’ Helena shrugged, put it back down. Then she said, changing tack, ‘Your new book must be coming out soon now.’

			Tala tipped the remainder of the bottle into her own glass, seemingly ignoring Helena’s comment. ‘Shall we get another?’

			‘I’m so excited to read it,’ Helena tried again.

			She knew publication was a month away; she’d had it noted in her diary since Tala told her the date. The publisher had always made early copies of Tala’s previous books. They called them ‘proofs’, and they sent them out for reviews ahead of publication. Tala must already have some.

			‘You must have a proof copy or something?’

			‘Oh.’ Tala waved a hand dismissively. ‘They’ve stopped bothering to do that, this many failed books in.’

			But Tala shared every book with her ahead of its launch. Why did she seem so private and protective about this new one? Unlike her previous, she hadn’t even told Helena what this novel was about. Perhaps she felt anxious or reluctant to jinx it, Helena reasoned. Like not furnishing the nursery before the baby was born. She knew Tala could be drawn to superstitious thinking, so she chose to let it go.

			‘No more for me, thanks. I can’t stay late. Have an early session tomorrow morning.’

			‘One of your kooks about to jump?’

			

			‘The opposite, really.’

			The sombre note in her voice drew a look from Tala. Then she understood. ‘Ah, it’s your client who doesn’t think there’s a problem, isn’t it? The wife who refuses to see her abusive husband for the controlling shithead he is.’

			Helena regretted breaking client confidentiality that night in this same bar a year ago. But ever since that first indiscretion, telling Tala about the couple had become a sort of routine. It had started to feel necessary even.

			When Belle swallowed one more insult from Julius, made excuses for his brutality. When Julius’ behaviour crossed new lines of creepy coercion and Belle just laughed or smoothed it over. When Helena came away from a session frustrated and riled, she found herself seeking out Tala’s reaction, leaning into it. She knew it was wrong, but she also knew she could trust her best friend.

			And maybe that was why Helena had kept talking to her about Belle and Julius. Because Tala was suitably affronted. She gave Helena the response she needed, the human response of fascination and disgust that felt validating. It was grossly unprofessional of her. Martha, her supervisor, would be horrified.

			‘This couple has really got under your skin.’

			‘It’s just frustrating,’ Helena said, trying to dismiss the conversation, but she felt her muscles tense. It was as though Belle had joined them at their table, occupying all her senses. Suddenly, Helena felt she could smell her perfume.

			Belle wore a scent so extraordinary – spicy and warm, Helena had commented on it once in a session. Immediately, she had felt she’d overstepped the mark. Once again, she had surprised herself. Why on earth would a therapist comment on a client’s smell? But perhaps a sixth sense had driven her question, because she had learned something important from it; something that advanced them therapeutically.

			

			It was called Roja, Belle’s perfume. It cost two thousand pounds a bottle. Julius, seemingly hypersensitive about smells, insisted she wear Roja and nothing else. In supervision, Martha had gently pointed out that didn’t make him an abuser. ‘She likes Clinique better!’ Helena had fired back.

			‘You’re still thinking about her, aren’t you?’ Tala asked, concern etched on her face.

			Helena’s head suddenly felt like it was spinning. She reached for her wine glass. Realised it was empty. Tried to normalise her breathing.

			‘She wanted a baby, but . . .’

			‘Oh, Helena.’

			The liquid warmth in Tala’s brown eyes seemed to deepen their colour. The compassion that swam in them felt agonising to Helena. Why had she even mentioned it?

			‘It’s nothing to do with that.’

			How could she find herself on the verge of tears? She wasn’t behaving like herself. This was silly.

			But Tala’s voice when she next spoke had the gentleness she reserved for the rarest use.

			‘Isn’t it?’

			The silence between the two women extended a beat longer than she would have liked, but Helena needed a second before she trusted herself to speak. She would not succumb to this misplaced sympathy that she didn’t need.

			‘No,’ she replied firmly. ‘The husband’s dangerous, that’s all. She won’t bring him to a session. I suspect she hasn’t even told him she’s seeing me. I’m worried what he’ll do to her when he finds out. Anyway, we have an early morning appointment scheduled before my clinic opens tomorrow. I’d rather have her in my office than behind closed doors with him.’

			

			‘You do realise you can’t protect her from him every morning of her life.’

			‘That’s not my intention,’ replied Helena easily. ‘I will simply protect her from him until I can fix her view of him. Her view of herself.’

			‘Jesus, Helena. You can’t fix that with therapy.’

			‘That’s exactly what I can do with therapy.’ Helena stood up. ‘You can fix anything.’

			When Tala looked up at her, Helena felt her gaze was heavy with their shared history. She thought about the past only rarely these days. They certainly never spoke of it. But she knew it had shaped them both. They were bound together by things they did not revisit, in a deep way that felt like alchemy. Tala was her oldest friend, her only real friend, as it had turned out.

			‘Come here.’ Tala stood too.

			‘You know I don’t do hugs.’

			‘With anyone except me.’

			‘Get off me.’

			‘Love you.’

			‘Love you too, Tala.’

			As they strolled towards the gate, Tala slipped something into Helena’s bag. She looked down. It wasn’t until they had exited onto the street that she realised what it was.

			‘Tala! What have you done?’

			‘You liked it right?’ Her eyes sparkled with a wicked, impulsive glint.

			

			‘You can’t steal an Alessi pepper grinder.’

			‘Why not? We give that place enough of our custom. Vault, Oasis of Pretension, whatever they want to call themselves. Come on, live a little. I just did it on a whim – for you. Who does it hurt?’

			‘It’s wrong,’ Helena said firmly, but as she headed back in, to return the stolen item, Tala reached out, touched her arm.

			‘It’s just a tiny wrong, though.’ She hesitated. Tala’s eyes bored brightly into hers. ‘It won’t hurt anyone.’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			‘I have a good feeling for this month,’ Dylan called out as he let himself into their house that evening.

			‘You’ve had a good feeling for every one of the last however many months,’ Helena pointed out.

			She smiled warmly as she embraced her husband. She brushed the side of his face with the back of her index finger. The contrast of sharp stubble over soft skin pleased her.

			She especially loved the moment when he came home from work and it was just the two of them, safely ensconced in their evening. Being with him made her happy. But a whisper of a feeling niggled her deep down. She didn’t want this to impinge on their treasured time together. But it came from the hopelessness. Like a small feeling of dread.

			‘Where do you find your confidence?’ she asked.

			‘Here,’ he said, placing the palm of his hand flat on her chest.

			‘My question wasn’t rhetorical,’ Helena told him.

			‘I know.’ He laughed warmly. ‘None of your questions are. That’s why they deserve real answers. Which mine was.’

			The palm of his hand was dry and warm on her chest. She’d always loved that, the feel of his palms, the heat on her skin. She let her eyes travel from his smiling mouth up to the tips of his brown hair, which he still wore spiked. Though the style made him look young, her husband was a very different man to the one he had been when they first met.

			

			The nineteen-­year-­old boy she fell in love with had been an ill-­advised choice at the time, risky by any metric. She felt that, had her path never crossed with Dylan’s, she would have remained single. Not that this would have been a problem, nor even a second-­best option in life. It was just a fact.

			She wasn’t sure she was the right person for love, or if she had ever really been looking for it. Love had only happened to her because she had met him. Whereas there were at least a few hundred women with whom Dylan could have joined in quite happy union. A few thousand if you discounted barriers of language or geography.

			He was easy-­going, gregarious, optimistic. She was a bit more brittle and self-­contained. It wasn’t a judgement. She saw herself clearly. She was a little unusual. She had mentioned this conviction to him before, and he had laughed and told her she was only good at understanding other couples.

			Dylan’s evolution had not been wisely or consciously predicted by Helena, but she’d been integral to it. She could almost still see that fearless, hot-­headed nineteen-­year-­old boy, if she looked hard, but in truth he had pretty much gone, made way for the sympathetic, funny, dependable husband he had turned out to be.

			He reached into the plastic bag he was carrying and handed her a package. ‘Here.’

			

			She took it from him, turned it over in her hands, felt his eyes on her as she opened it. Her own reaction when she saw its contents took her by surprise. The hopelessness was heavier than she thought.

			‘It’s too early,’ she said simply.

			‘What’s the harm?’

			‘The harm is, that negative result kills a little bit of me every time.’

			‘Baby, be positive.’

			But being positive never changed anything. You couldn’t change an outcome by wishing it differently.

			The air was close. She felt this late heatwave would never break. Still holding the pregnancy test, she walked over to the glass doors that led out onto their small back garden and threw them open.

			The dark wood floor changed to pale grey tile that felt cooler on her bare feet. She breathed in the evening air deeply. The reassuring urban hum of West London never stopped; Helena liked it. The rhythmic thumping of a Tube train, somewhere distant and underground, passed through her chest, and soothed her like it always did.

			‘Shepherd’s Bush looks good in the sunset,’ she told Dylan, purposely giving him his cue, and he came over to her, linking his fingers through hers.

			‘We don’t live in Shepherd’s Bush, sweetheart,’ he supplied her with his line, grinning. ‘We live in Brackenbury Village.’

			She turned and kissed him. Her husband’s needless insistence that they lived in a higher-­class address than they really did made her feel fond and protective. Under his hopeful gaze she relented and took the small box into the bathroom. In a slow motion of familiarity, she opened it, extracted the kit and discarded the folded-­up instructions.

			

			She finished, placed the test strip on the ledge of the sink, opened the door and walked out, leaving Dylan to go into the bathroom and peer at the test by himself. The kitchen was tidy as always and today there were five fresh peonies in a vase on the sill, which she needed to move to open the window. She winced as her neck sent its habitual shoot of pain down her shoulder. She tried not to think about the single line developing on the strip.

			Opening the fridge, looking for something to make for dinner, she called out to him over her shoulder, ‘Tala’s had another drama. That’s why I went to meet her at the pub last night.’

			When she turned, a courgette in one hand and a packet of chicken in the other, Dylan was at the kitchen door.

			‘Helena,’ he said, gently, ‘maybe you shouldn’t be drinking.’

			Cortisol surged in her gut. ‘Is it—?’

			‘No. Oh, God. I’m sorry, baby. I just meant, not while we’re . . . I’m so sorry.’

			She’d been determined not to invest in it this time, yet tears sprung reflexively into her eyes.

			‘It’s OK,’ Dylan was saying. ‘It’s OK. It’ll happen.’ And now he was holding her, telling her he loved her.

			She searched his gaze. His eye colours were extraordinary: the left mostly hazel with streaks of green, the right the inverse. Even after all these years, she felt she saw new patterns in those asymmetric irises each time she looked.

			He was right, of course. She should stop drinking. Shouldn’t let Tala convince her, as she always did. She breathed inside her husband’s arms, feeling empty. Feeling guilty.

			

			Helena had once told her supervisor Martha that she believed she was not cut out for long-­term romantic relationships. That this was maybe why she’d become a couples’ therapist. Through some kind of intellectual fascination with the process in others. Her marriage to Dylan had not dispelled this belief. Rather, it just made her feel indescribably lucky. Like she had cheated nature.

			Gently, he took the ingredients from her, carried them over to the counter and began chopping. It was usually Dylan who cooked for them. He enjoyed it and had a flair for combining unusual flavours. Helena found cooking tedious and felt indescribably cherished when he placed a plate of food before her, especially if it contained one of his Unique Originals, as he famously called them. Once, he had served her honey tarragon sriracha salmon parcels and she had cried.

			While heating some oil in a pan, Dylan’s eyes alighted on the gaudy designer pepper grinder beside the stove.

			‘What’s this?’

			‘Oh, Tala—’ she stopped; something made her want to protect Tala from Dylan’s judgement ‘—gave it to me.’

			‘She must have seen the colours we were missing from the palette of our home. All of them, together at once.’ He replaced the grinder onto the table with a low laugh. ‘So, what’s Tala’s drama this time?’

			‘She got fired.’

			‘Again?’

			Helena smiled. Then she began laughing, and she found she could not stop. Her shoulders were shaking and her eyes, already wet from tears, sprung more, which she wiped away with shaking hands. She felt hysterical. It was intriguing, she thought, how the brain could crosswire euphoria with despair.

			

			Dylan watched her, his face a question mark, his own smile growing in a bemused mirror of hers.

			‘It’s just – that’s exactly what I said,’ Helena managed eventually.

			Laughing too, Dylan came up alongside her and linked his fingers through hers.

			Then he said, ‘You know, for someone who supposedly hates the corrupt stench of greedy corporations as much as Tala does, she certainly has worked for enough of them.’

			Helena’s eyes drifted to their bookshelf; the section proudly reserved for Tala’s novels given eye-­level prominence. The titles mapped out Tala’s life. She had a knack for turning everyday events into dark and slightly humorous criminal fiction.

			Coffee Breaks and Crimes was her debut; written during Tala’s first taste of corporate life a year after they left university. It was about an office murder, and it was one of Helena’s favourites. She had copies in English, Polish and Spanish.

			The Heartbreak Heist came next; written after the only time a boyfriend had ever ended it with Tala, as far as Helena knew, and it broke her pride more than her heart. Most relationships were finished by Tala, usually after the fifth or sixth date, when she took offence against the way he held his fork or tied his shoelace.

			A Vacation to Die For. Tala wrote most of it in Costa Rica during what she called a sabbatical but was really six months’ backpacking after being laid off for altering a contract without the client’s knowledge; an error which had cost the company two million dollars. She’d spent months arguing with her publisher over the title. She’d wanted A Holiday to Kill For. It had sold the least; Tala had told her.

			

			And this next one would be her fourth. Helena knew it was called Your Enemies Closer. But she knew very little else about it.

			‘You’re a good friend to Tala,’ said Dylan, following Helena’s gaze towards the bookshelf. ‘You do so much for her.’

			People liked to call them ‘Dill and Hel’. People except Tala, who hated their cutesy moniker. It had always been the three of them: Dylan, Tala and Helena. Ever since they were students together. But sometimes Helena felt she was in the middle; defending one of them against the other. Perhaps she was overthinking it. Like most things.

			‘God, Hel,’ Dylan said, interrupting her thoughts. His voice infused with sudden intensity, like an explosion. ‘I just wish I could give you what you want. I desperately want to give you this. To give us our baby.’

			It struck her that this was a refreshingly straightforward statement. When she thought about the three of them at university and everything they’d been through, barely out of childhood themselves, she realised that she had been waiting to start the next chapter.

			With fondness, she imagined herself and Dylan as parents, and Tala – she’d be like an aunt to their own child growing up. But how would that be for the three of them? Dylan had always tried to hold Tala at arm’s length. He didn’t trust her; it was as though he feared her almost. He worried her demons might return.

			

			And what about Tala? What was her final step in the recovery process? Perhaps Dylan was right about her. Dark times had taken their toll on her. But Tala, also, was waiting, Helena could feel it. She didn’t think even Tala knew what she was waiting for yet, but Helena just hoped she’d be able to find it.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			Helena found she kept thinking about Tala and her new book. Why was she being so secretive about it? Something was off, and Helena determined to try to find out what. So, despite her husband’s protestations that she spent more time with Tala these days than she did with him, that evening after work, she headed to her best friend’s flat.

			As she got into her car, she told herself she must be mad heading west out of Shepherd’s Bush on a weekday evening, then smiled fondly as she could almost hear Dylan correcting her. Why did he feel the need to pretend that they lived somewhere more upmarket than they really did?

			The mortgage had stretched them to the limit when they’d bought the place. True the area was gritty, but its multicultural bustle and anonymity suited her. And she loved their small house, which was tidy and beautiful (and, despite her husband’s contention, definitely not in Brackenbury Village).

			The slow rush-­hour crawl doubled the twenty minutes it normally took her to reach Tala’s flat in Boston Manor Park. Tala still grumbled that she missed central London from their university days, and that she’d had to move out even further into the sticks than Helena after graduating because that was all she could afford.

			

			‘I brought us pizza,’ Helena announced when Tala opened the door.

			‘In that case,’ Tala replied, mirroring Helena’s deadpan delivery and stepping aside. ‘Enter.’

			Despite insisting this would be a six-­month rental before buying her own place, six years after moving in, Tala was still there. Her front room was a chaos of comfortable disarray. Shoes, books and empty cups covered most surfaces. While Helena’s walls displayed a few carefully chosen framed prints and one original canvas Dylan had commissioned a local artist to create for Helena’s thirtieth birthday, Tala’s sported a haphazard combination of fifty mismatched photographs and disparate pieces of art, unevenly hung.

			Helena marvelled how Tala could tolerate their jumbled, non-­perpendicular existence around her. She sort of admired her for it. The strange thing was the chaos of Tala’s home soothed Helena. Perhaps it was because she knew it so well. Dylan loved everything to be tidy and sparse.

			Almost touching mid-­September now, the spell of hot weather had finally broken, and today the rain was spattering life onto the scorched pallor of the park, a tiny corner of which could be seen from Tala’s living room window.

			Helena heard a small avalanche of clinking crockery from the kitchen before Tala returned with a bottle of wine and two mugs.

			‘Sorry. No clean glasses.’

			Helena found a space for the raindrop-­stained pizza box on the coffee table, careful not to knock over a tall stack of books. As she did so a flash of tawny brown shot out from underneath an empty container.

			

			‘Oh goodness, your gerbil is on the table.’

			Tala placed a mug in front of each of them and opened the wine. ‘David’s not a gerbil. He’s a degu.’

			‘None for me thanks,’ Helena said, looking uneasily around her feet for the rodent. David the degu. Named after David Hasselhoff. Tala was constantly losing it under the floorboards.

			Tala filled both mugs. Then she popped a small pill out of its foil, swallowed it down with a large slug of wine and cast the packet back down on the table, where Helena’s eyes were drawn to the words: ‘Emergency Contraception’.

			‘Didn’t you and Tom break up?’ she asked, neutrally.

			‘I only have sex with him when we’re broken up,’ replied Tala, in an of-­course tone, taking a slice of pizza and eating half of it in one bite.

			Tala often accused Helena of talking to her as though she were one of her clients. The only people Helena ever discussed anything intimate or significant with were her clients and Tala. And Dylan, naturally. Helena considered the responses she gave to her clients to be the ones of highest value. When she thought about the non-­therapist things to say, the friend things, they felt flippant, irrelevant. What good were meaningless affirmations or feel-­good fob-­offs? She loved Tala more than she loved her clients. She owed her more, not less.

			She bit into her pizza slice, glanced around for where to place it down. Tala hadn’t brought plates. So she held on to it.

			‘Why does unsafe sex feel safer to you?’

			

			‘You’re doing it again.’

			Helena had been about to ask a follow-­up question about emotional disconnection. She took another bite of pizza instead. She wondered if suggesting a visit to the sexual health clinic fell under the ‘friend’ or ‘therapist’ category.

			‘There’s one good thing about Tom. He likes outdoor sex as much as I do.’ A lascivious smile spread across Tala’s face.

			Tala had always been stifled by predictability. Helena marvelled at her open-­mindedness, her preparedness to live in the moment. They couldn’t be more different in that regard.

			‘Well, you’ve said it yourself. You don’t like boring.’

			Tala finished off her slice and took another large swallow from her mug. She looked contemplative, seemed to be thinking about something quite different, and her smile grew cooler.

			‘I’m scared.’

			‘Of what? Being arrested for public indecency?’

			Tala gave a little laugh, and Helena smiled back although she hadn’t been trying to make a joke. But now she was watching Tala much more closely, because the seriousness that had crept across her face was unusual. It was close to sorrow, and Helena realised in dismay that Tala had been hurting and she, Helena, had missed it.

			‘Of ending up alone,’ she replied quietly.

			‘Oh, Tala.’

			‘I’m thirty-­nine. Look at me. I’ve been so busy not being boring, I’ve missed the fucking boat. The decent job boat, the stable career boat, the normal relationship boat . . .’ She trailed off, as though the sentence wasn’t complete.

			Tala took another draught of wine, realised it was empty, reached over and drank from Helena’s untouched mug. She made a sour expression as she swallowed, and something about her face, suddenly unguarded, made Helena’s heart clench.

			

			Tala’s commitment phobia and risk-­taking behaviours seemed to be ingraining themselves more deeply. If she really were a client, Helena would have explored this, cracked her wide open.

			But Tala wasn’t a client. And Helena knew exactly how dark her struggles had been. She was immensely proud of how far she’d come. But this lay in an area of their past lives that they didn’t talk about.

			‘I want a career that doesn’t drift away into my bag of loser-­failed-­shit-­jobs. I want to make even half a decent living as an author and write books that more than twenty people read. I want a man who isn’t a weirdo or a prick, and who I don’t hate too much to sleep with indoors. In a bed!’

			She placed the mug back on the table, but it caught a book edge and red wine spilled over the remainder of their pizza and the carpet.

			‘Fuck!’

			‘Here.’ Helena balled up some paper towel and bent to soak up the spillage.

			Her neck sent a spasm of pain down her right shoulder, so powerful, a tiny cry escaped. She was aware of Tala regarding her with a look of concern, but she knew not to offer help. The pain momentarily froze Helena in position, giving her a spark of panic, unable to move her head.

			When it eased, she slowly straightened up, holding the wine-­soaked paper towel and said, ‘You haven’t missed those boats, Tala.’

			

			Tala only sniffed and nodded, her expression ambiguous. Then she asked, ‘How’s your monster husband?’

			‘What?’

			‘Of your client.’

			Helena almost laughed at the cross-­wiring; whose husband had she thought Tala was referring to? A vision of Belle entered Helena’s head, as it often did. How far away from Helena was Belle right now, and in which direction? Was she with Julius? Was she happy? Was she safe?

			‘I want her to report him to the police.’

			This feeling had been circling in Helena’s mind during their therapy for months, but voicing it now, the thought crystallised fully. She had been asking herself if she had enough information that Julius had committed a crime. But the more their sessions developed, the more certain she became that Belle was not sharing the full extent of it. And even if it was purely psychological, the coercion and control he was exerting over Belle was in itself criminal. This was a recognised and extremely harmful category of domestic abuse.

			‘Really? Would the case go to trial? Would you give evidence? Would you have to face him, in the dock?’

			‘Yes, if it went to court. But it’s always hard to gather evidence in these cases. That’s why she needs to record everything she can. If the police have enough, they’ll refer the case to the CPS.’

			‘Can you report him, even if she tells you not to? Can’t you breach her confidentiality, if you believe she’s in danger?’

			‘Without knowing a specific crime has been committed . . . it’s not clear-­cut. These decisions are difficult but she’s an adult and her right to confidentiality probably trumps my fears for her safety.’

			

			Helena stopped. Tala’s eyes had grown wide with interest.

			‘Tala, you do realise you can’t speak about this to anybody. Especially if the case does end up going down the legal route. I broke a serious professional rule talking to you about it. You get that, right?’

			‘Sure.’

			‘It would ruin my career and put—’ Helena stopped herself just in time before disclosing Belle’s name. Despite her transgressions, she had at least managed to keep her clients’ names confidential. ‘It would put the wife – and me – in real danger from this man.’

			‘I love you, Helena. I would never do anything to harm you. Come on, after everything?’ Tala paused and looked meaningfully at Helena. ‘We respect each other’s secrets – you know that.’

			Helena grew very still.

			Tala shook her head and when she spoke again, her voice was soft, beseeching. ‘It’s been years. You’re a talking therapist, for God’s sake. Do you intend that we never talk about it, to the day we die?’

			She supposed Tala was right. There was a hypocrisy there, given that talking was her job. But, like her clients, Helena, too, wasn’t perfect. She’d never claimed to be, even though that was how it sometimes seemed others saw her. Perhaps it was easier to brush away the difficult things.

			‘There’s nothing to talk about.’

			‘OK,’ said Tala, but her eyes continued to search Helena’s, back and forth, left to right, back and forth.

			Helena had a small flash of something, brief, like a sickening snapshot. More a feeling than a memory. It made her uncomfortable, and she didn’t understand it. But she half recognised it. Because recently this image, that was halfway between a dream and a feeling, had been growing harder to ignore.

			

			She refocused on Tala with a fresh pang of compassion. It may be that they didn’t speak about it now but Helena knew, better than anybody else, the depths Tala had been through. It had been with Helena’s help, but Tala had done it. She had pulled herself out of hell. Not everybody would have been able to do that.

			‘So,’ said Helena brightly, ‘have you been busy job hunting?’

			‘Actually, I met with my agent today.’

			Through the years of nursing Tala’s publishing hurt, Helena knew that whenever she mentioned her agent or editor, it was usually to lament their non-­responsiveness, or to rail against the latest sales figures, reviews or other book disappointment they meted upon her. Though Tala seemed to possess a thick skin, Helena sometimes wondered how much more her best friend could take. But writing had always been her constant – the one thing she stuck at, whilst day jobs, boyfriends and everything else in her life came and went at fickle speed.

			But this time, Tala’s eyes gleamed, and when she continued, her voice was low, uncharacteristically bashful.

			‘She thinks this is the one, Helena. My agent says this is the book that will break me out. Can you imagine? No more chasing around begging people to talk to me, to review me, to stock me. Sales figures that actually make people pick up the phone to me. Maybe even a place on the bestseller lists. Earning properly as an author! Being read, being seen. Saying “fuck you” to the stupid, pointless, soul-­destroying corporate world for good.’

			

			She’d never spoken in this vein before. What could be so different about this book? Helena still knew nothing about it but she felt a reciprocal excitement burn in her own chest for her friend. And Tala must have seen it, because she reached forward and squeezed Helena’s two hands in both of hers.

			‘Even my grumpy bloody publisher is excited. They really believe in this book. They’re in touch with me every step of the way
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