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      Gwen was aware she was wasting too much time on Instagram, but it was sometimes the relaxing distraction she needed – and not all of her scrolling was pointless. There was a guy she followed called Dr David Hamilton. He was a scientist who translated complicated things into everyday language. Gwen found his videos fascinating. In one, he spoke of time speeding up for adults because they do the same things too often, whereas time felt like forever for children because they embrace new things regularly. Gwen decided to make an effort to introduce more variety into her life.

      Having regular clients sitting in the purple chair depending on her ear and counsel, and having Claudia, the cat, at home insisting on being fed at the exact same time every day meant there were certain routines that needed to be honoured. She didn’t resist them, but had other routines designed to support herself. These included riding her bicycle to and from work most days, meeting her business friends for lunch once a month, eating lunch out of the clinic as often as possible, and taking Tuesday afternoons off work.

      At least on her Tuesday afternoons she could honour her commitment to as much variety as possible. The previous week she had watched a movie at home in her pyjamas, rather than put herself under pressure to drive somewhere – something she often did for fun. She had bought a slice of strawberry cheesecake on the way home from her morning at the clinic, greeted Claudia, made a huge cup of coffee, and stayed glued to her large, comfortable sofa and the remote control all afternoon. Spring was transitioning into summer, but she had been gifted a cool day. After adjusting the extra cushions, Gwen snuggled into the afternoon. She grabbed the colourful knitted blanket she had picked up at a charity shop years before for $2 and threw it over her legs, burying Claudia underneath. Sometimes she just needed some nurturing and if it always had to come from herself since her mother died, then so be it.
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      Hesitation was Gwen’s natural reaction when a sibling’s name showed up on her ringing phone. Tonight was no exception.

      “Hi, Jackie,” she answered her older sister.

      “Oh, you’re not going to believe this one!” There was rarely a ‘Hello’ with Jackie, and certainly never a ‘How are you?’.

      Gwen could almost have called the shift in family dynamics since her mother died interesting if it wasn’t so exhausting. Her siblings seemed panicked, almost manic, as they tried to find their new way forward.

      “What’s up, Jackie? I don’t have much time.” I don’t have much energy, more like.

      “What? What sort of welcome is that?”

      “What do you want, Jackie?” Gwen asked.

      “Well, I think Harold’s having an affair. He keeps coming home late. Never asks for sex, which would be a relief if I wasn’t so suspicious.”

      “And you’ve asked him?”

      “Of course, I’ve asked him!” she shrieked. Gwen moved the phone away from her ear and switched it to speaker mode. Claudia looked up from the sofa unimpressed. “Of course, he denies it. Says he’s been playing squash with his workmates and wants to save his energy for that. The lying sod even puts sweaty sports clothes in the washing basket to cover his tracks.”

      “Uh,” Gwen hesitated. “Maybe he’s actually telling the truth.”

      “Oh, that’s so typical of you, Gwen.”

      “What is?”

      “Taking Harold’s side against me.”

      “Jackie,” Gwen replied, “I’m tired of being criticised by you, and I’m tired of being a dumping ground for your problems. You don’t know me at all, and you don’t even try to. So I’m going to say goodbye now.” She hung up, not waiting to hear her sister’s reaction, counted to three and ignored the call back.

      Her heart was beating hard. It was scary to stand up for herself instead of choosing silence or avoidance. There was freedom in it too, though, and a quiet smile crept onto her face. Claudia jumped off the sofa and rubbed against Gwen’s leg for attention. She picked the cat up and stroked her. Gwen’s eyes blurred into a stare while her mind took it in: she no longer felt obliged to keep the peace with her siblings for her mother’s sake.

      Who knew that being an orphan could actually be freeing? Well, I’m not an orphan, she reminded herself. As far as she knew, her father was still alive on the planet somewhere with his next-generation family and new wife. He was dead to her, though. It had been liberating to realise she wasn’t obliged to him, or even connected to him, anymore. If Gwen had ever had any respect for him, it was long gone after he had dumped them all and left her mother with almost nothing except seven kids. She would feel the same if he was dead. Dying wouldn’t make him a saint.

      She walked into the courtyard and looked up, trying to find a star or two in the cloudy night. Claudia purred and accepted her mindless stroking.

       

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

       

      It was a gentle ride to work, with the breeze in her favour. Gwen locked her bike to the rack outside the hobby shop and headed to her favourite coffee vendor. Shortly after, she climbed the familiar stairs holding the hot cup, automatically stepping with just the right amount of pressure so that step number six didn’t squeak.

      Her phone pinged with a text on the way up. Once inside her clinic room, she sat in the purple chair, bought for her clients to sit in but increasingly being where she sat, and opened her phone.

      Dinner tonight? it read.

      Dinner felt like so much more than lunch. She put the phone away in the top drawer of her desk. Ten seconds later, she pulled it back out and replied, Sure.

      Russ was easy company and if it meant she was genuinely busy if any family members phoned, it was worth it. Plus it was only dinner.
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      It was all new clients today. Gwen had modified her methods from those she had learned at university, giving her more freedom in how she conducted her sessions. This meant she no longer officially practised as a psychologist or counsellor, as she was qualified to, so her clients were unable to claim her sessions through their healthcare funds. She also lost certain rebates from the government by choosing this path, but calling herself a ‘Listener’ felt more comfortable.

      Doing things her own way hadn’t affected her business or her reputation. The waiting list for a session with Gwen’s ear was a minimum of six weeks.

      She followed the coffee with a glass of water and read the completed form sent in by her next client. Then it was time to welcome him to the purple chair. Ricky settled into it and placed his reading glasses and book on the table beside him.

      “I feel a bit ridiculous being here and paying to talk to someone,” he said.

      Gwen smiled. “Don’t worry, you’re not the first person to say that.”

      His black, curly hair was blending into grey. The depths of his dark brown eyes revealed sadness and confusion as he continued. “I mean, what state is the world in when we have to pay for a stranger to listen to us?” He rolled up the sleeves of his checked shirt. Fine dust from his work boots settled on the floor.

      “Sometimes, Ricky, people find it much easier to speak with a stranger than their own kin.”

      “You’re not wrong there, actually. My mob can’t listen to save their lives. OK. So this is what I need to talk about. I’ve got nine kids, all grown and gone. But there’s one daughter who I just can’t stand. I get angry as soon as I look at her. Always have. My wife said if I don’t do something about it, she’s going to make my life hell. I couldn’t live without the missus, so here I am.”

      “Do you love this daughter, even if you can’t stand her?”

      “Oh, I guess so. I mean, she’s my blood and I don’t wish harm on her. I’m not that much of a monster.”

      “Did you feel loved by your own parents?”

      A flash of sadness crossed Ricky’s eyes. “No, not really. In fact, I don’t think my mother could stand me. Oh!” He shook his head.

      “Can you describe how that felt?”

      “Like I wasn’t wanted and it was the worst feeling in the world, wanting someone to love you so much, but realising you’re just a thorn in their side and they can’t stand you. I spent my whole childhood wondering what I did wrong and trying to find ways to fix it. None of them worked.”

      “I’m so sorry to hear that.” She waited a moment and then asked, “Have you noticed you used the same term to describe your daughter – that you can’t stand her?”

       “Oh no.” His anguished gaze turned to the floor before looking back to Gwen. “That poor girl. How can I not stand one of my own children?”

      “Is she like you in any way, besides having a parent who can’t stand her?”

      Ricky was silent for a long time. At one point he glanced at her, seeming unsure of whether to fill the quietness. Gwen waved her hand slightly, permitting the extension of silence for as long as needed.

      When he did look at her again, his voice quivered. “Yeah, she is.”

      Gwen simply nodded. After another minute of silence, Ricky looked around the room and then back to her.

      “She’s so much like me it isn’t funny, Gwen. She’s the black sheep, and so was I, the one who was just a bit different and copped it as a result. She was a good kid and is a great woman. I’m a little jealous of her at times, to be honest. She’s really good at what she does, and she’s strong. Maybe that’s why I keep trying to knock her down.”

      He frowned then shook his head.

      “How the hell do I fix this? I’ve been such a prick.”

      “Well. An apology from a parent can go a long way. It’d be a start at least.” Ricky nodded, acknowledging this, and Gwen continued, “You also have to forgive yourself, Ricky. We need to look into your own pain, because if it wasn’t still eating at you, you wouldn’t be treating your daughter the way you have been. Let’s consider some ways to be kinder to yourself, to start that process of healing.”

      Not long before Ricky’s session, Gwen had received a text from the client following Ricky, saying they weren’t feeling well and wouldn’t be coming in. Sometimes she filled those newly vacant spaces with people on her waitlist. Sometimes, as today, she didn’t, and was grateful to have extended time for Ricky. With her guidance he wrote a list of things hurting him, things he could do that were kinder to himself, and what he would say to his daughter once he had the courage. His sniffles rang through the room as he wrote. A few tears landed on the paper.
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      Why does dinner have such different connotations to lunch? Gwen asked herself. She and Russ had already shared a few happy occasions in the middle of the day. But they had been safe and restricted, with a time limit and an afternoon to escape into afterwards. She wasn’t looking for more than that. Her relationship history was hardly encouraging. When she added to that the relationship between her parents that she’d witnessed growing up, it was not easy to feel optimistic.

      Gwen’s main resistance was she loved her freedom. She liked not having to tell someone what time she would be home. Sometimes they were small things that others might not think of as freedom, like burping as loud as she could after a great meal at home and laughing at herself, hitting the road spontaneously on a weekend with an unknown destination, or going to bed as early as she needed without needing to justify it to anyone. In her experience and observations, most relationships, even the good ones, extinguished spontaneity in a very short time.

      She stopped herself. They were all assumptions and excuses. Of course she could still go to bed early if she wanted to, and the rest. She reminded herself that it was only dinner. Russ wasn’t asking her to move in with him. Despite her early resistance even to their friendship, she couldn’t deny she always felt better after time in his company. That was worth noting, she told herself as she stood in front of her wardrobe, confused by choice.

      She decided on her flared burnt orange pants, matched with a black halter top, purple and orange earrings and her favourite forest green shoes. After dabbing her earthy essential oil blend on her neck and wrists, she was in her car and on the way.

      The road between
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