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  Tuesday 30 November 2010


  Look: there is nothing special about this place. Look at the gaps between the bricks in the gateposts, where the pointing has fallen out. Look at the ugly UPVC window frames. This is not a place where miracles happen.


  And – because I’m more than willing to shoulder my share of the blame in advance – there is nothing special about me. I am not a place where miracles happen.


  This isn’t going to work. So I mustn’t be disappointed when it doesn’t.


  I’m not here because I think it’s going to help. I’m here because I’m sick of having to plaster a receptive smile on my face and make pleased and surprised noises when yet another person tells me how brilliantly it worked for them. ‘You should try hypnosis,’ says everybody I meet, from my colleagues to my dentist to parents and teachers at the girls’ school. ‘I was really sceptical, and only went as an absolute last resort, but it was like magic – I never touched cigarettes/vodka/cream cakes/betting slips again.’


  I’ve noticed that anyone who advocates a wildly implausible solution to a problem always stresses how cynically unconvinced they were at first, before they tried it. No one ever says, ‘I was and am exactly the kind of desperate idiot who’s ready to believe in anything. Weirdly, hypnotherapy really worked for me.’


  I’m sitting in my car on Great Holling Road, outside the home of Ginny Saxon, the hypnotherapist I chose quite randomly. Well, perhaps not entirely. Great Holling is the nicest village in the Culver Valley; might as well go somewhere picturesque to waste my money, I thought. Very few places are so idyllic that one notices a backlash against them – people describing them as being ‘not the real world’ or ‘up their own arse’ – but it’s almost a cliché around these parts to thumb your nose at the beautiful seclusion of Great Holling by opting, instead, to live in a noisier, dirtier place that, coincidentally, contains cheaper houses. ‘But even if I could afford to live in Great Holling, I wouldn’t. It’s just too perfect.’ Yeah, right.


  Still, maybe I should be more trusting. Plenty of people have money and choose not to use it to improve their situations. Some fools I know hand over their hard-earned cash to quacks and ask to be mesmerised, hoping they’ll come round to find that all their problems have disappeared.


  Ginny Saxon’s address, like her brand of therapy, is a con. She doesn’t live in Great Holling. I have driven all the way out here on false pretences – even more false pretences than a silly placebo treatment, I mean. I should have looked more carefully at the address and realised that the double helping of the village’s name within it – 77 Great Holling Road, Great Holling, Silsford – was protesting too much. I am not in Great Holling, but on an A-road on the way to it. There are houses on one side, including Ginny Saxon’s, and brown and grey sludgy-looking fields on the other. This is agricultural land masquerading as countryside. In one of the fields there’s a building with a corrugated metal roof. It’s the sort of landscape that makes me think of sewage, even if I’m being unfair and can’t actually smell any.


  You are being unfair. What’s the harm in having an open mind? It might work.


  Inwardly, I groan. The disappointment, when this charade I’m about to participate in leaves me exactly as it found me, is going to hurt – probably worse than after all the other stuff I’ve tried that hasn’t worked. Hypnotherapy is the thing everybody does as a last resort. After it, there’s nothing left to try.


  I look at the time on my car clock. 3 p.m. on the dot; I am supposed to be arriving now. But it’s warm in my Renault Clio, with the heater on, and freezing outside. No snow here, not even the kind that doesn’t settle, but every night snow is forecast with a little more glee on the part of the local news weather lady. The whole of the Culver Valley is in the grip of that peculiarly English weather condition – inspired as much by schadenfreude as by sub-zero temperatures – known as ‘Don’t think the snow won’t come just because it hasn’t yet’.


  ‘On the count of three,’ I imagine saying to myself in my best deep hypnotic voice, ‘you will get out of your car, go into that house across the road and pretend to be in a trance for an hour. You will then write a cheque for seventy quid to a charlatan. It’ll be ace.’ I pull my written instructions out of my coat pocket: Ginny’s address. I check it, put it back – a delaying tactic that establishes nothing I didn’t already know. I’m in the right place.


  Or the wrong one.


  Here goes.


  As I walk towards the house, I see that the car parked in the driveway is not empty. There’s a woman in it, wearing a black coat with a furry collar, a red scarf and bright red lipstick. There’s a notebook open on her lap and a pen in her hand. She’s smoking a cigarette and has opened her window, despite the temperature. Her ungloved hands are mottled from the cold. Smoking and writing are obviously more important to her than comfort, I think, seeing a pair of woolly gloves lying next to the Marlboro Lights packet on the passenger seat. She looks up and smiles at me, says hi.


  I decide she can’t be Ginny Saxon, whose website lists giving up smoking as one of the things she can help with. Sitting in her car outside her house with a fag in her gob would be an odd form for that help to take, unless it’s a carefully thought-out double bluff. Then I notice something I couldn’t see from the road: a small free-standing wooden building in the back garden with a sign on it saying ‘Great Holling Hypnotherapy Clinic – Ginny Saxon MA PGCE Dip Couns Adv Dip Hyp’.


  ‘That’s where it all happens,’ says the smoker, with more than a trace of bitterness in her voice. ‘In her garden shed. Inspires confidence, doesn’t it?’


  ‘It’s more attractive than the house,’ I say, slipping easily into nasty-girl-at-the-back-of-the-school-bus mode, praying that Ginny Saxon won’t pop up behind me and catch me slagging off her home. Why do I care about ingratiating myself with this chippy stranger? ‘At least it hasn’t got UPVC windows,’ I add, aware of the absurdity of my behaviour but powerless to do anything about it.


  The woman grins, then turns away as if she’s had second thoughts about talking to me. She looks down at her notebook. I know how she feels; it would have been better if we’d pretended not to notice one another. We can be as sarcastic as we like, but we’re both here because we’ve got problems we can’t sort out on our own, and we know it – about ourselves and about each other.


  ‘She’s running an hour late. My appointment was for two o’clock.’


  I try to look as if this doesn’t bother me; I’m not sure I succeed. That’ll mean . . . Ginny Saxon won’t be able to see me until four, and at ten past I’ll have to leave if I’m going to be home in time to meet Dinah and Nonie off the school bus.


  ‘Don’t worry, you can have my slot,’ says my new friend, tossing her cigarette end out of the window. If Dinah were here, she would say, ‘Go and pick up your litter, right now, and put it in a bin.’ It wouldn’t occur to her that she’s only eight, and not in a position to give orders to a stranger more than five times her age. I make a mental note to retrieve the cigarette stub and put it in the nearest wheelie bin if I get the chance, if I can do it without the woman seeing me and taking it as a criticism.


  ‘Don’t you mind?’ I ask.


  ‘I wouldn’t have offered if I minded,’ she says, sounding noticeably jollier. Because she’s off the hook? ‘Either I’ll come back at four, or . . .’ – she shrugs – ‘. . . or I won’t.’


  She closes her car window and starts to reverse out of the driveway, waving at me in a way that makes me feel I’ve been conned – a mixture of flippant and superior, a wave that seems to say, ‘You’re on your own, sucker’.


  ‘Do come in out of the cold,’ says a voice behind me. I turn and see a plump woman with a round pretty face and blonde hair in a ponytail so limp and casual that most of the hair has fallen out of it. She’s wearing an olive green corduroy skirt, black ankle boots with black tights and a cream polo-neck top that clings around her waist, drawing attention to the extra weight she’s carrying. I guess that she’s between forty and fifty, closer to forty.


  I follow her into the wooden building, which is not and has clearly never been a shed. The wood, both inside and out, looks too new – there are no marks to suggest that a muddy trowel or an oily lawnmower has ever lived here. One wall is covered from top to bottom with framed botanical prints, and there are curvaceous sky-blue vases filled with flowers in three of the room’s four corners. A white rug with a thick blue border takes up most of the wooden floor. On one side of it, there’s a maroon leather swivel recliner chair and matching footstool, and on the other, a brown distressed leather sofa next to a small table piled high with books and magazines about hypnotherapy.


  This last detail irks me, just as it annoys me when I go to the hairdresser and find piles of magazines about hair and nothing else. The symbolism is too crass; it smacks of a desperation to ram home one’s professional message, and always makes me think, ‘Yes, I know what you do for a living. That’s why I’m here.’ Do I really need to immerse myself in exclusively hairy thoughts while I wait for a suet-faced teenager to ram my head into a basin and pour boiling water over it? What if I’d like to read about the stock market, or modern ballet? I wouldn’t, as it happens, but the point is still valid.


  Hypnotherapy is, admittedly, marginally more interesting than split ends (though, in fairness, at least my quarterly visits to Salon 32 leave me in no doubt that an actual service has been performed).


  ‘You’re welcome to have a look at the books and magazines,’ Ginny Saxon says, more enthusiastically than is warranted. Her accent is what I think of as ‘media’ – it doesn’t belong to anywhere, and tells me nothing about where she’s from. Not the Culver Valley would be my guess. ‘Borrow as many as you like, as long as you bring them back.’ Either she’s putting a lot of effort into her act or she’s a nice person. I hope she’s nice – nice enough that she’ll still want to help me even when she realises I’m not.


  Pretending to be a better person than I am is exhausting; having to make a constant effort to produce behaviour that doesn’t match my mental state.


  Ginny holds out a magazine called Hypnotherapy Monthly. I can’t not take it. It falls open at the centrefold, home to an article called ‘Hypnotherapeutic Olfactory Conditioning Examined’. What was I expecting: a full frontal shot of a swinging stopwatch?


  ‘Have a seat,’ says Ginny, indicating the swivel recliner and footstool. ‘Sorry to keep you waiting an hour.’


  ‘You haven’t,’ I tell her. ‘I’m Amber Hewerdine. My appointment’s for now. The other woman said I could have her slot, and she’ll come back later.’


  Ginny smiles. ‘And then she said?’


  Oh, God, please don’t let her have heard our entire conversation. How thick are these wooden walls? How loud were we?


  ‘I didn’t hear anything, don’t worry. But from what little I know of her, I’m guessing she said more than what you’ve told me.’


  Don’t worry? What the hell is that supposed to mean? Last night I asked Luke if he thought a person would only train to be a hypnotherapist if they enjoyed messing with people’s minds, and he laughed at me. ‘God help anyone who tries to tangle with yours,’ he said. He didn’t know how right he was.


  ‘She said, “Either I’ll come back at four, or I won’t”,’ I tell Ginny.


  ‘Made you feel like an idiot for sticking around, did she? Relax. She’s the idiot. I don’t think she’ll come back. She chickened out last week as well – booked an initial consultation, didn’t turn up for it. She hadn’t given me any notice of cancellation, so I billed her for the full amount.’


  Should she be saying these things to me? Isn’t it unprofessional? Will she bitch about me to her next client?


  ‘Why don’t you tell me why you’re here?’ Ginny unzips her ankle boots, kicks them off, curls herself into a ball on the leather sofa. Is that supposed to make me feel less inhibited? It doesn’t; it irritates me. I’ve only just met her. She’s supposed to be a professional. How does she dress for a second appointment – camisole and knickers?


  It doesn’t matter; there isn’t going to be a second appointment.


  ‘I’m an insomniac,’ I tell her. ‘A proper one.’


  ‘Which forces me to ask: what’s an improper insomniac?’


  ‘Someone who has difficulty falling asleep, but when they do, they sleep for eight hours solid. Or someone who falls asleep straight away, but wakes up too early – four a.m. instead of seven. All the people who say, “Oh, I never sleep properly” and it turns out they mean they wake up twice or three times a night to go to the loo – that’s not a sleep problem, that’s a bladder problem.’


  ‘People who use “insomniac” to mean “light sleeper”?’ Ginny suggests. ‘Any little noise wakes them? Or who can only fall asleep if they’ve got earphones piping music into their ears, or with the radio on?’


  I nod, trying not to be impressed that she appears to know all the people I hate. ‘They’re the most infuriating of pretend insomniacs. Anyone who says, “I can only get to sleep if” and then names a requirement – that’s not insomnia. They satisfy the “if” and they get to sleep.’


  ‘Do you resent people who sleep well?’ Ginny asks.


  ‘Not if they admit it.’ I might be too exhausted to be nice, but I like to think I’m still reasonable. ‘What I object to is people who don’t have a problem pretending that they do.’


  ‘So people who say, “I sleep like a log, me – nothing wakes me” – they’re okay?’


  Is she trying to catch me out? I’m tempted to lie, but what would be the point of that? This woman doesn’t have to like me. She’s obliged to try to help me whether she likes me or not. That’s what I’m paying for. ‘No, they’re smug beyond belief,’ I say.


  ‘And yet if it’s true – if they do sleep like logs – what should they say?’


  If she mentions logs again, I’m leaving. ‘There are ways and ways of telling people you’re a good sleeper,’ I say, perilously close to tears. ‘They could say, “No, I don’t have a problem sleeping”, and then quickly point out that they have plenty of other problems. Everyone has problems, right?’


  ‘Absolutely,’ says Ginny, looking as if she has never worried about a single thing in her entire life. I stare past her, out of the two large windows behind the leather sofa. Her back garden is a long, skinny strip of green. At the far end, I can see a small brown patch of wooden fence, and fields beyond it that look greener and more promising than the ones I saw on the other side of the road. If I lived here, I would worry about a developer buying up the land and cramming it full of as many houses as he could squash in.


  ‘Tell me about your sleeping problem,’ Ginny says. ‘After that build-up, I’m expecting a horror story. There’s a wooden lever under the arm of your chair, if you want to lie back.’


  I don’t want to, but I do it anyway, putting my feet up on the footstool so that I’m almost horizontal. It’s easier if I can’t see her face; I can pretend I’m talking to a recorded voice.


  ‘So. Are you the world’s worst-afflicted insomniac?’


  Is she mocking me? I can’t help noticing I’m not in any kind of trance yet. When’s she going to get started? We’ve got less than an hour.


  ‘No,’ I say stiffly. ‘I’m better off than people who never sleep. I sleep for stretches of fifteen, twenty minutes at a time, on and off throughout the night. And always in front of the TV in the evening. That’s the best chunk of sleep I get, usually, between eight thirty and nine thirty – a whole hour, if I’m lucky.’


  ‘Anyone who never slept would die,’ says Ginny. This throws me, until I realise she must be talking about the insomniacs I mentioned in passing, those less fortunate than me.


  ‘People do die,’ I tell her. ‘People with FFI.’


  I sense she’s waiting for me to continue.


  ‘Fatal Familial Insomnia. It’s a hereditary condition. As diseases go, it’s not much fun. Total sleeplessness, panic attacks, phobias, hallucinations, dementia, death.’


  ‘Go on.’


  Is this woman a moron? ‘That’s it,’ I say. ‘Death’s the last item on the agenda. Not much tends to happen to them after that. Which would be a relief, if only they weren’t too dead to appreciate it.’ When she doesn’t laugh, I decide to take it darker. ‘Course, for some people, FFI would have the added bonus that all their family die too.’ I listen for her reaction. One small chuckle would make me feel so much more confident about her. Is she secure enough in herself and her abilities to let that one pass, to let my joke be a joke? Only a desperate therapist would pounce on such an obviously frivolous comment at this early stage.


  ‘Do you want your family to die?’


  Predictably disappointing. Disappointingly predictable.


  ‘No. That’s not what I said.’


  ‘Have you always had trouble sleeping?’


  I’m not comfortable with how quickly and smoothly she’s changed the subject. ‘No.’


  ‘When did it start?’


  ‘A year and a half ago.’ I could give her an exact date.


  ‘Do you know why it started? Why you can’t sleep?’


  ‘Stress. At work and at home.’ I put it in the broadest possible terms, hoping she won’t ask for more detail.


  ‘And if a fairy godmother were to wave her wand and remove the sources of that stress – what do you think would happen then, sleep-wise?’


  Is it a trick question? ‘I’d sleep fine,’ I say. ‘I always used to sleep well.’


  ‘That’s good. The causes of your insomnia are external rather than internal. It isn’t that you, Amber Hewerdine, can’t sleep because of something in you. You can’t sleep because your current life situation is putting you under unbearable pressure. Anyone in your predicament would be finding it difficult, right?’


  ‘I think so.’


  ‘That’s better. That’s the kind of insomnia you want.’ I can hear her beaming at me. How is that possible? ‘There’s nothing wrong with you. Your responses are absolutely normal and understandable. Can you change your life situation to eliminate the sources of stress?’


  ‘No. Look, I’m not being funny but . . . don’t you think that might have occurred to me? All those nights I’ve lain awake, dwelling on everything that’s wrong . . .’ Don’t get emotional. Think of this as a business meeting – you’re a dissatisfied customer. ‘I can’t eliminate the causes of stress from my life. They are my life. I was hoping that hypnotherapy might be able to . . .’ I can’t say what I was going to say. It would sound too ridiculous if I put it into words.


  ‘You’re hoping I can deceive your brain,’ Ginny summarises. ‘You know, and it knows, that it has reason to be anxious, but you’re hoping hypnosis might hoodwink it into believing everything’s fine.’ Now she’s mocking me for sure.


  ‘If you think that’s such a ridiculous proposition, why did you choose this line of work?’ I say curtly.


  She says something that sounds like, ‘Let’s try the Tree Shaker.’


  ‘What?’


  I must have sounded alarmed. ‘Trust me,’ Ginny says. ‘It’s just an exercise.’


  She’ll have to settle for my acquiescing without further argument. Trust is too precious a commodity to demand from a stranger.


  ‘You’ll probably want to close your eyes – it might make it easier.’


  I wouldn’t bet on it.


  ‘You might be relieved to hear that you won’t have to speak hardly at all. For most of the time, you’ll just be listening and letting memories come to mind.’


  That sounds easy enough. Though ‘hardly at all’ suggests that I’m going to have to say something at some point. What? I’d like to be able to prepare for it.


  When Ginny next speaks, I nearly burst out laughing. Her voice is slower, deeper, more trance-like, similar to the joke-hypnotist voice I had in my head: You are falling into a deep, deep sleep. That’s not quite what Ginny’s saying but it’s not too far off. ‘And so I’d like you to focus on your breathing,’ she intones, ‘and the very top of your head. And just . . . let it . . . relax.’


  Why is she doing this? She must know that she sounds like a cliché. Wouldn’t she be better off talking normally?


  ‘And then your forehead . . . let it relax. And moving down to your nose . . . breathing slowly and deeply, calmly and quietly, just let your nose relax. And then your mouth, your lips . . . let them relax.’


  What about the bit between my nose and my lips, whatever its name is? What if that part’s rigid with tension? She missed it out.


  This is hopeless. I’m rubbish at being hypnotised. I knew I would be.


  Ginny has reached my shoulders. ‘Feel them drop and relax, all the pressure melting away. Breathing slowly and deeply, calmly and quietly, letting go of all stress and tension. And then moving down to your chest, your lungs – let them relax. There’s no such thing as a hypnotised feeling, only a feeling of total calm and total relaxation.’


  Really? Then why am I paying seventy quid? If all I have to do is relax, I could do that at home on my own.


  No, I correct myself. I couldn’t. Can’t.


  ‘Total calm . . . and total relaxation. And moving down to your stomach . . . let it relax.’


  Septum. No, that’s the bit between your nostrils. I used to know the name of that indentation between the nose and top lip. What do people mean when they talk about someone’s elevens being up? No, that’s the groove at the back of the neck. It looks more like the number 11 the closer a person is to death. I’m almost certain the same isn’t true of the . . . philtrum, that’s what it’s called. Now that the name’s come back to me, I have a clear picture of Luke announcing it triumphantly. A pub quiz. The kind of question he always gets right, the kind I’m useless at.


  I force myself to pay attention to Ginny’s droning voice. Has she got to my toes yet? I haven’t been listening. She could save time by grouping all the parts together and instructing the whole body to relax. I try to breathe evenly and keep my impatience at bay.


  ‘Some people feel incredibly light, as if they might float away,’ she’s saying. ‘And some people feel a heaviness in their limbs, like they couldn’t move even if they wanted to.’


  She sounds like a children’s TV presenter, doing ‘light’ and ‘heavy’ voices to match her words. Has she ever experimented with a more deadpan delivery? It’s something I’ve often wondered about actors on Radio 4: why doesn’t anyone tell them the phony voices really don’t help?


  ‘And some people feel a tingling in their fingers. But everybody feels lovely and calm, nice and relaxed.’


  My fingers are tingling quite a lot. They were even before she said it. Does that mean I’m hypnotised? I don’t feel relaxed, though I suppose I’m more aware of the buzzing neuroses in my mind than I was before, more intently focused on them. It’s as if they and I are trapped together in a dark box, one that’s drifted away from the rest of the world. Is that a good thing? Hard to see how it can be.


  ‘And now, breathing slowly and deeply, calmly and quietly, I’d like you to imagine the most beautiful staircase in the world.’


  What? She’s springing this on me with no warning? A dozen desirable staircase images crowd into my mind and start scrapping with each other. Spiral, with wrought-iron fretwork? Or those open, slatty steps that look as if they’re floating on air, with a glass or stainless steel balustrade – nice and modern, clean lines. On the other hand, a bit soulless, too much like an office building.


  ‘Your perfect staircase has ten steps,’ Ginny goes on. ‘I’m now going to take you down those steps, one by one . . .’


  Hang on a second. I’m not ready to move anywhere yet. I still haven’t got my staircase sorted out. Traditional’s the safest bet: dark wood, with a runner. I’m seeing something stripy . . .


  ‘As you descend, I want you to see yourself drifting down into calm, and into relaxation. So, moving down one step – calm and relaxed. And moving down another step, taking another step towards peace and towards relaxation . . .’


  How can she be going too fast while speaking soporifically slowly?


  What about stone? That’s also traditional, and grander than wood, but possibly a bit cold. Though with a runner . . .


  Ginny’s ahead of me but I don’t care. My plan is to take all the time I need to get my staircase designed – if I cut corners at this crucial stage, I’m bound to regret it later – and then leap down to the bottom all in one go. As long as I get there when she does, what difference does it make?


  ‘And now you’re taking the last step, and you’ve arrived at a place of total calm, total peace. You are completely relaxed. And so I’d like you to think back to when you were a very small child, and the world was new. I’d like you to remember a moment when you felt joy, such intense joy that you thought you might explode.’


  This throws me. What’s happened to the staircase? Was it just a device, to get me to the calm, relaxed place? I have already missed my chance to produce a joyful memory; Ginny has moved on, and is now ordering me – if a demand made so drowsily can be considered an order – to remember feeling desperately sad, as if my heart was breaking. Sad, sad, I think, worried about having dropped behind. She moves on again, to angry – incandescent, burning with rage – and I can’t think of a single thing. I’m about to miss my third deadline. Might as well give up.


  As she progresses from fear (‘your heart pounding as the ground seems to fall away beneath your feet’) to loneliness (‘like a cold vacuum all around you and inside you, separating you from every single other human being’), I wonder how many times Ginny has recited this spiel. Her descriptions are pretty powerful – perhaps a little too powerful. My childhood wasn’t especially dramatic; there’s nothing in it, or in my memory of it, to match the kind of extreme states she’s describing. I was a happy child: loved, secure. I was heartbroken when my parents died within two years of one another, but I was in my early twenties by then. Should I ask Ginny if a memory from adulthood will do as a substitute? She specified early childhood, but surely a more recent memory would be better than nothing.


  ‘And now I’d like you to imagine that you’re drowning. Everywhere you turn, there’s water, touching every part of you, flooding into your nose and mouth. You can’t breathe. What memory springs to mind in connection with that? Anything?’


  My philtrum would be getting soaked. Sorry, that’s all I’ve got. What’s Ginny aiming to uncover here? I’m not thinking about feelings any more, I’m thinking about submarine disaster movies.


  When she tells me to imagine myself in a burning house, trapped by flames, I feel sick in the pit of my stomach. This is so seriously lacking in feelgood factor that I’m praying I’ll be handed an evaluation form at the end of all this so that I can make my objection official.


  I don’t want to do this any more.


  ‘Okay, that’s great,’ Ginny says. ‘You’re doing great.’ I hear a slight sharpening in her tone, and I know the moment has come: audience participation time. ‘Now I’d like you to let a memory come into your mind, and tell me about it. Any memory, from any time in your life. Don’t analyse it. It doesn’t have to be significant. What are you remembering, right now?’


  Sharon. I can’t say that. Unless I’ve misunderstood, Ginny wants something new from me now, not leftovers from the last exercise.


  ‘Don’t try to select something good,’ she says in her regular voice. ‘Anything will do.’


  Right. Nice to know how little all this matters.


  Not Sharon and her burning house. Not unless you want to leave here in pieces.


  Little Orchard, then. The story of my disappearing relatives. No death, no tragedy, only a never-to-be-solved mystery. I open my mouth, then remember that Ginny told me not to pick something good. Little Orchard is too showy and attention-seeking. She won’t believe it genuinely ‘came up’, and she’ll be right. It’s permanently ‘up’ in my mind; I wonder about it constantly, even now, after so many years. It gives me something to do, when I’m lying awake at night and I’ve already worried about every aspect of my life that can be worried about.


  ‘What are you remembering?’ Ginny asks. ‘Right now.’


  Oh, God, this is a nightmare. What should I say? Anything, anything.


  ‘Kind. Cruel. Kind of Cruel.’


  What does that mean?


  ‘Can you repeat that?’ says Ginny.


  This is really strange. What just happened? Ginny said something odd, but why would she ask me to repeat it? I wasn’t paying attention; my mind must have drifted off for a second, back to Little Orchard, or to Sharon . . .


  ‘Can you repeat those words?’


  ‘Kind. Cruel. Kind of Cruel,’ I say, not sure I’ve got it right. ‘What does it mean?’ Is it a magic spell, designed to drag recalcitrant memories to the surface?


  ‘You tell me,’ says Ginny.


  ‘How can I? You were the one who said it.’


  ‘No, I didn’t. You said it.’


  There’s a long pause. Why am I still horizontal, with my eyes closed? I ought to sit up and insist that this stranger stops lying about me.


  ‘You said it,’ I snap, annoyed that I should have to convince her when she must know the truth as well as I do. ‘And then you asked me to repeat it.’


  ‘All right, Amber, I’m going to count to five to bring you out of hypnosis. When I reach five, I want you to open your eyes. One. Two. Three. Four. Five.’


  It’s strange to see the room again. I pull the lever under the arm of my chair and it tilts me upright. Ginny is staring at me, not smiling. She looks worried.


  ‘I didn’t say anything,’ I tell her. ‘You said it.’


  

  [image: ]


  

  In my haste to escape, I nearly run into the woman with the red lipstick. ‘All better?’ she says. The sight of her shocks me; at first I can’t work out why. How could I have erased her from my mind so completely? I ought to have known I might open the door and find her here, waiting. My brain is not operating at its usual speed; I’m not sure if it’s tiredness or the after-effects of hypnosis.


  Her notebook. You forgot that you saw her writing in her notebook. What was she writing?


  I struggle to pretend nothing has changed: my customary reaction when I’m ambushed by the unexpected.


  It doesn’t work.


  Why would Ginny Saxon pretend I’d said something I hadn’t? Before today she didn


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  But we’ve walked ourselves around Little Orchard how many times? And we can’t find the page with ‘Kind, Cruel, Kind of Cruel’ written on it. We can’t bring up a memory of having seen it in any of the bedrooms or bathrooms, in either of the two lounges, in the kitchen, dining room, games room or library. Not being ones to give up easily, we’ve been thorough in our examination of all the least obvious places: the utility room, the walk-in pantry, the wine cellar. We’ve imagined lifting jars of chutney and bottles of Vanish stain remover, but it’s got us nowhere. One bedroom – the one shared by Jo’s mother and sister, Hilary and Kirsty – has its own attached dressing room, a small windowless room lined with cupboards on both sides. We’ve opened them, all of them, and failed to find our piece of paper.


  We’ve lifted broken slabs of paving in the garden, looked into the necks of earthenware pots and into a hole in a tree trunk that’s big enough to force a small female hand into – just. We’ve trailed our fingers through cold pond-water, checked the two outbuildings at least three times each: a hexagonal wooden summerhouse full of dusty garden furniture and a collapsed table-tennis table, and a detached double garage containing lots of matching kitchen units and a few car tyres, though no cars. Really, detectives searching the place couldn’t have done a more thorough job in person than we have using only memory. Would they have spotted that there was an electric blanket on the bed in the master bedroom, Jo and Neil’s room, and been canny enough to pull it back in case there was something underneath? We did. There was nothing, only a mattress.


  We’ve been back to Little Orchard again and again and found nothing.


  The normal response, at this point – and I’m attaching no positive value judgement to the word ‘normal’ here, I’m using it only to mean ‘most common’ – the normal response would be to give up and assume that, wherever Amber saw the words ‘Kind, Cruel, Kind of Cruel’, it wasn’t at Little Orchard.


  That isn’t Amber’s response, and I’m pleased it isn’t. I’m delighted that Amber’s reaction to her memory not finding what it thought it would find is much more interesting than that, because it’s the interesting, weird things that really help us. The details that seem to make no sense at all are the ones that, once we understand their significance, make sense of everything and tell us all we need to know.


  Amber will not budge from her certainty that Little Orchard is where she saw those unexplainable words. Why is she so sure? Because Little Orchard was what she was thinking about – lying in the same reclining chair she’s lying in now, with her feet up on that same footstool – immediately before she said, ‘Kind, Cruel, Kind of Cruel’ and accused me of having said it first. And, yes, sometimes one thought does lead on to another for a reason, because there’s a link between the two, but it’s just as common for the brain to flit randomly from one topic to another and for there to be no connection. I’ve told Amber this and it makes her impatient. In her case, she insists, there is a link, it isn’t random.


  How does she know there’s a connection if she can’t say what it is? She can’t or won’t answer that question. She is sure that she didn’t see the Kind of Cruel page in any of the rooms we keep trawling, on our memory tours. It definitely wasn’t in any of the places we’ve searched, double-searched and triple-searched. Several times, I have asked the obvious question: then why do we keep looking? I never get an answer, so maybe Amber doesn’t know why. Or maybe she knows, but because the answer appears to be impossible, she’s too embarrassed to say it. Remember: embarrassment, guilt, shame and humiliation are the most disabling emotions we can feel, far more detrimental to our wellbeing even than hatred or extreme unhappiness, which are other-focused and therefore easier on our sense of self.


  There was only one part of Little Orchard that Amber didn’t see: the locked study on the half-landing between the first and second floors. Locked, presumably, because the owners’ private possessions were in there. It’s not uncommon, if you rent a holiday house, to find a locked room or two, and not unreasonable for the owners of Little Orchard to be willing to make some of their home available to paying strangers – the vast majority of it – and yet maintain a degree of privacy in the form of one locked study that probably contains all kinds of private documents: bank statements, wills, important work files.


  I don’t think it’s unreasonable, anyway. Amber seems to, though she never quite comes out and says so. I wonder why I hear anger in her voice whenever she refers to ‘the locked room’. She says it sarcastically, with audible inverted commas around it. Is she angry with herself, perhaps? She knows the locked study is the only room in which she categorically cannot have seen the elusive sheet of blue-lined paper. The door remained locked throughout her stay at Little Orchard and she never went in there. Yet she’s certain she didn’t see the piece of paper in any other part of the house, or anywhere else in the grounds, and equally certain that Little Orchard is where she saw it.


  So, two possibilities, as far as I can see. One: Amber did go into the locked study, and knows what she saw in there, but doesn’t want to admit it. Unlikely, I think. Her need to find out where she saw those words strikes me as genuine.


  Second possibility: against all logic, she’s got it into her head that the piece of paper we’re looking for must be inside that locked room at Little Orchard. But if that’s where it is, then she didn’t see it, end of story. Unless she’s psychic or telepathic – neither of which she would believe in – she can’t have had a vision of the inside of the study. Plus, Katharine Allen’s notepad bore the imprint of those words a month ago, in 2010. How likely is it that the words were written and the page torn off before Christmas 2003, which was when Amber was at Little Orchard?


  Amber knows all this, and has tried to give herself a good talking-to, I would guess, and it makes no difference: her instincts keep screaming at her, ‘It’s in the locked room’. She won’t admit it, especially not to the police, because it makes no sense, and she’s frightened to find her beliefs making so little sense. She wouldn’t admit it to me if we were alone, even though I represent all things nonsensical as far as she’s concerned.


  It doesn’t matter if she never admits it. That’s not what I’m about, forcing people to admit to things they’re ashamed of. This isn’t a show trial. Though I’d love it if I could encourage more people to feel less ashamed of their irrationality and be more tolerant of what they perceive to be the rubbish clogging up their minds. Every crazy superstitious belief has a purpose and can be reformatted and turned into something wonderful and liberating. Whenever you’re scared, it means you’re getting somewhere, or you have the chance of getting somewhere, if only you’d take it, if you don’t let your fear shut it down. Scared without an obvious cause, I mean, not scared because you’re in the sea and a huge shark’s swimming in your direction.


  So . . . Amber isn’t denying any of what I’m saying, despite being someone who loves an argument more than anything else, so I’m going to risk making two more observations. She’s presented us with a truly impossible mystery. If she saw the piece of paper at Little Orchard, then she can’t have seen it in the one room she didn’t go into. That’s simply not possible. And yet she’s sure she saw it in none of the rooms she did go into, and she’s unwilling to accept that she didn’t see it at Little Orchard at all but somewhere else.


  Why might Amber want to tie us all up – including herself, especially herself – in the knots of an impossible riddle?


  Earlier, I mentioned the way one mystery might hide behind another: a vulnerable, easily solved mystery sheltering in the shadow of one that’s tougher and more resilient. I presented a theory, which attracted neither agreement nor disagreement: that the important question is why it matters so much to Amber that she still doesn’t know why Jo’s branch of the family disappeared and then reappeared. I suggested a few possible ways into answering the question, only to have it seamlessly replaced with a new and far more dramatic one. I’m not saying Amber did any of this deliberately or knowingly, but I’d be surprised if her unconscious mind doesn’t know very well that the words ‘locked room’ act as a pretty powerful attention magnet.


  The impossible mystery behind the impossible mystery. Impossible in very different ways, though: one impossible of content, the other of form. The mystery we mustn’t allow anyone to solve because it would cause too much pain and suffering all round, hiding behind the one we can’t solve because there is literally no solution, not unless the terms and conditions have been incorrectly presented. Still, we beaver away at trying to crack it, hoping we’ll be clever enough to find a way of making it all come good, making the impossible possible. We’d feel Godlike if only we could do that. And we forget all about the unglamorous simple-to-solve mystery hiding in the shadows that offers us no psychic visions and no locked rooms. Who needs more pain and suffering in their life?


  You need to tackle all the questions you want to answer least, Amber – one by one. That’s the only way to make the impossible riddles in your life disappear.


  Let’s start with an easy one. How did you know there was an electric blanket on Jo and Neil’s bed at Little Orchard? And paper drawer liners in the drawers in Hilary and Kirsty’s dressing room, and a bowl full of cotton wool balls in Pam and Quentin’s en-suite shower room?


  Do I need to go on? A hole in a tree trunk in the garden, a grey plastic cutlery divider in one of the kitchen units in the garage? Katharine Allen was still alive in 2003, and you weren’t an insomniac. You had no idea you would one day consult a hypnotherapist who would ask you to go over every inch of Little Orchard in your memory in search of a sheet of A4 paper that might prove to be an important part of a murder investigation.


  You weren’t making those details up, were you? They were genuine memories, vivid ones. If you deny it, I won’t believe you. I could see the concentration on your face, and how much it mattered to you to get the particulars right.


  You were remembering searching the house and garden for real.


  What were you looking for?


  All right, confession time. Amber’s right: I lied. There was no row at Little Orchard between the two grandmothers about whether or not baby Barney ought to be given formula milk against his mother’s wishes. I made it up, start to finish. I’ve no idea why I picked that subject for Hilary and Pam’s imaginary argument; I might just as easily have said they bickered about Tony Blair’s decision to go to war in Iraq. I have no idea whether Jo breast-fed or bottle-fed her children, nor what Sabina’s views on the subject are, nor Pam’s, nor Hilary’s. The incident was pure invention on my part, so you can scratch it from the record and forget it entirely.


  Or can you? I hope you’re both experiencing a certain amount of confusion right now as you struggle to delete this fictional incident from your understanding of what happened at Little Orchard. Something inside you is saying, ‘Hang on, I’m not sure I can forget it all that easily. I’ve been told it happened, after all.’ Even Amber, who was there and knows for certain that it didn’t happen – who protested when I claimed it did – is fighting against a sense that it can’t have come from nowhere; this phantom, this non-event, must have some significance, if only in my mind.


  Picture this scene, from every TV drama you’ve ever watched: the prosecuting barrister tells the jury, ‘The defendant was heard yelling, “I’m the most dangerous murderer in town and proud of it. Check out my blood-soaked T-shirt!”’ The defence barrister leaps to her feet and says, ‘Objection, Your Honour, that’s hearsay.’ ‘Sustained,’ says the judge. ‘The jury will disregard that last statement.’ Does the jury disregard the statement? Of course not. The opposite happens: the hearsay lodges in the jurors’ minds more powerfully than any other piece of evidence, because it’s been officially banned. By disallowing it, the judge has tapped into an archetype that we are all aware of deep in our bones. What gets banned? Dangerous truths get banned. Banned information must therefore be true information.


  My made-up row between Pam and Hilary isn’t anything as respectable as hearsay. It’s a downright lie. As its inventor, I can promise you that it has no relevance whatsoever. The fact that you’re both finding it hard to erase proves that once you turn something into any kind of story – and I laid it on pretty thick with the detail – you make it real, you turn it into an object, albeit a conceptual object. If it’s a lie, then it’s both real and false, which is confusing. This is how lies and liars flourish in the world. We believe them because we would prefer not to be confused.


  I wouldn’t normally lie about the life experiences of one of my clients, particularly in the presence of the police. It was unprofessional of me to do so, but Amber is determined to say as little as possible, so my aim was partly to compel her to participate in what we’re trying to achieve here, and partly to try and win her over with the boldness of my impropriety. Simon, you might not know why Amber respects you more than any of your colleagues, but I do, because she’s told me: she admires your willingness to be unprofessional in a good cause. In Amber’s mind, professional behaviour is a crutch for mediocre dullards to lean on. Truly intelligent people realise that hiding behind a professional role will inevitably involve a certain amount of counter-intuitive, inauthentic behaviour, and to get the best results from people, we must be our true selves in their company.


  My true self was getting desperate to break the stalemate, and is delighted that we’ve had a breakthrough moment. This is what’s so great about hypnotherapy: nothing can happen and nothing can happen, and you feel as if you’re getting nowhere, and then suddenly a new memory comes up.


  I knew Amber would contradict my lie. I also knew she wouldn’t be able to speak authoritatively about what didn’t happen at Little Orchard without remembering what did and remembering it powerfully. Simon, if I asked you to tell me what you did yesterday evening, you might say, ‘I watched TV.’ You’d be on memory autopilot, if you like. You could say those words without the memory being particularly vivid. But if I then challenged you, if I said, ‘No, you didn’t – you went ballroom dancing,’ your truth-seeking instinct would rebel, and your memories, the weapons you would need to argue against me, would assert themselves more strongly: watching the news while drinking a cup of tea, feeling a bit chilly because the heating had gone off an hour before . . .


  My lie forced Amber’s memory to get its act together, and now we have more raw data to work with, so let’s look at it. On Christmas Eve, when Neil said he was going to bed, Jo told him she wasn’t coming with him. She stayed downstairs with her mother, sister and brother while Neil, Amber and Luke went upstairs. That much we knew already. The extra detail we can now add is that Jo, Hilary and Ritchie all looked preoccupied. They had something they wanted to discuss, or were in the middle of discussing – something important. It was obvious from all three of their faces that they were keen to be alone so that they could get on with talking about it, whatever it was. Amber might not be able to believe that it’s taken her this long to remember what she now knows to be a key feature of that Christmas-Eve-going-to-bed scene, but I have no trouble believing it. We fail to remember things for a number of reasons: repression, denial and distraction are the most common ones. People often confuse repression with denial, but they’re vastly different from one another: in repression, we genuinely have no idea that something happened. From the point of view of our conscious mind, it’s as if it never happened, until such time as hypnotherapy or something else coaxes our subconscious into cracking open and yielding it up – crude, inaccurate metaphor, but you get the gist. Amber might have seen the piece of paper with ‘Kind, Cruel, Kind of Cruel’ on it at Little Orchard, and repressed the memory.


  Denial’s different: it’s more like having a stain on your shirt sleeve that upsets you. You pull your jumper over it so that it doesn’t show and almost but not quite forget that it’s there. Distraction is when you don’t remember something you otherwise would because your attention is elsewhere; something else is in sharp focus in the foreground, causing you to neglect the background. Perhaps Amber saw the words ‘Kind, Cruel, Kind of Cruel’ at Little Orchard but doesn’t remember having seen them because they were the least noticeable part of a particular scene. If so, there’s every reason to be hopeful. If she can suddenly remember Jo, Hilary and Ritchie having been secretive and preoccupied on Christmas Eve, she may yet remember any number of crucial details.


  Amber didn’t remember the strained, conspiratorial atmosphere between Jo, her mother and her brother until now because of a distraction: the stand-out feature of the episode was Neil’s reaction to Jo’s failure to go upstairs with him. He was disappointed, confused, irritated, and he let it show. Amber noticed because it was so unusual: generally, no one openly expresses dissatisfaction with Jo’s behaviour. Jo cannot be questioned, challenged, criticised at all; everyone is scared of her, and rightly so.


  The secret behind the secret. There is something badly wrong with Jo, something no one in the family knows about, not even Jo herself.


  At last, an accusation! If I sound pleased, it’s because I am. Accusations are always good news from a therapist’s point of view. We take it as a sign that we’ve touched on a psychic nerve; we’re getting too close to a painful source of fear, guilt or shame. Either that or a patient has a legitimate grievance against us. Let’s try to work out which this is.


  Amber’s accusation is that I’m proceeding as if Kirsty is of no account, talking as if Jo, Hilary and Ritchie were the only people in that Christmas Eve scene who mattered; Kirsty might as well have been a cushion, from the way I told it. It’s worth bearing in mind that Amber had a similar accusation levelled at her by Jo, when Jo decided that Amber’s failure to ask Kirsty questions she couldn’t possibly answer was remiss and discriminatory. A ridiculous charge, and there was a fair amount of self-conscious absurdity in Amber’s tone when she made her charge against me, as well as quite a lot of anger. She deliberately sent me a confusing signal.


  As a joke? A parody of Jo’s unreasonableness? Or does she really believe that my failure to mention Kirsty as one of the four participants in what she calls ‘the Christmas Eve conspiracy’ is proof that I am prejudiced against disabled people?


  From everything I’ve been told about her, my guess is that Kirsty has a mental age of no more than two. Perhaps younger, since two-year-olds can usually speak a little. They can express their own emotions and pick up on the emotional states of others. Kirsty cannot speak at all, or respond to what is said to her.


  I don’t know. I’m no expert on mental disability, but I’d have thought it was fairly safe to assume that Kirsty didn’t understand anything of the private conversation that took place on Christmas Eve after everyone else had gone to bed, and therefore she cannot really be said to have been party to it, though she was physically present. This doesn’t make her a cushion; it’s simply a realistic assessment of her likely involvement.


  However, in one sense, Amber’s right: because Kirsty is mentally handicapped and cannot be in possession of any information that might help us here, I discounted her. I haven’t focused on her in the same way that I’ve focused on all the other characters in the Little Orchard drama. Now that she’s been placed right in front of my nose, so to speak, I’m starting to have all kinds of interesting ideas about her. You’ve talked about her a lot, Amber – constant references to her. I didn’t notice. Prejudiced as I am, I assumed a mentally handicapped woman couldn’t be important.


  At Little Orchard, William told you he found Kirsty scary and asked you not to tell Jo. To cheer him up, you suggested a game: hunt the secret key. The study’s locked door annoyed you. I’m guessing that long before you found the key and had the big row about whether to use it or not, you and Jo discussed the locked room, maybe when you all first arrived and were looking round the house for the first time. You made a joke, perhaps, about wanting to get into the study and have a nosey, and Jo reproached you. Yes? Okay, and then on Boxing Day, after the disappearance and reappearance of Jo, Neil and the boys, after Jo had invoked the need to respect privacy once again – hers, this time – you’d had enough. Stuff privacy; you wanted answers. I can completely understand why you were determined to find that key, and how important it must have been to you. Which is why I wonder: why bring William into it? Five-year-old boys aren’t known for their unobtrusiveness, or for their discretion. With William involved, Jo was more likely to find out what you were up to and try to stop you.


  You’re not that selfish, though. You knew the hide-and-seek opportunity would be huge fun for William and so you took the risk. Not because you wanted to cheer him up, as you claimed, or not only because of that. You also wanted to reward him for admitting to being scared of Kirsty.


  You were very keen to tell me, last time we met, about Dinah’s take on Kirsty: that it’s impossible to tell if she’s nice or horrible. You explained to Dinah that those considerations don’t apply when a person is as severely disabled as Kirsty is, but Dinah wasn’t convinced. She said that, since Kirsty can’t speak, nobody can prove that she isn’t the nicest or nastiest person in the world. Dinah felt justified in being suspicious of Kirsty, and remaining so.


  You said twice if not three times that you could have been much firmer with Dinah than you were and pointed out to her that what she was saying was inaccurate, that it would be unfair of her to hold that view about a helpless, harmless woman. Why didn’t you say any of that? Don’t you think it’s important to instil compassionate beliefs in children and correct their misunderstandings?


  Let me move into the third person, because this isn’t an attack. I’m just asking questions. Amber explained why she didn’t challenge Dinah: after years of putting up with Jo, she dislikes the practice of telling other people what they ought to think and how they ought to feel. Also, she holds Dinah and Nonie dearer than any principle. She didn’t want Dinah to feel guilty for having made what might seem to an eight-year-old to be a logical assumption.


  I’m not convinced. It’s possible to explain to a child that she’s wrong without making that child feel guilty. You say it without anger or reproach, you say, ‘I can understand why you might have thought that. It’s an easy mistake to make.’


  Looking at these two incidents together – suggesting the hide-and-seek game to William immediately after he’d expressed his forbidden fear of Kirsty, and failing to tackle Dinah’s misunderstanding of the implications of Kirsty’s disability – it seems pretty clear to me that Amber identified with both William and Dinah when they made these comments. My guess is that Amber herself has forbidden thoughts about Kirsty, ones she feels guilty about.


  It’s unlikely that she would be scared of her, like William is. She wouldn’t suspect Kirsty of being mutely evil, like Dinah does. What, then?


  Incidentally, Amber has referred to Jo describing her brother Ritchie as the baby of the family, but she hasn’t said anything about whether Jo or Kirsty is the older sister. I’d bet a thousand pounds – not that I have a thousand pounds – that Kirsty’s the middle child, born two, three, maybe four years after Jo. Narcissistic personality disorder is caused by emotional trauma, usually around the age of three: the shock of safety or love suddenly being ripped away, like a rug being pulled out from under you. When Kirsty was born, assuming she was born the way she is, there must have been a huge amount of emotional upheaval in the family. That trauma is likely to be at the root of Jo’s narcissism.


  Kirsty can’t speak. She probably can’t understand much either. She’s so severely handicapped that there’s a danger of people treating her as if she’s a cushion, just something that’s there in the room. Jo had a private conversation with her family of origin on Christmas Eve night, so private that her husband Neil wasn’t party to it. Jo thinks it’s normal and acceptable, at an extended family gathering, to conspire with one’s mother, brother and sister against one’s husband, whom one has sent to bed alone. She thinks it’s acceptable to wake Neil in the middle of the night, demand that he join her in an escape without telling him what it is they’re escaping from. Most women confide in their partners, but not Jo. Like all narcissists, she’s a control freak. She knows what she wants to do, and can’t allow any opinion of Neil’s to prevent her from meeting her own needs.


  Kirsty, on the other hand . . . Who could possibly be a better confidante, from Jo’s point of view? She can’t disagree, she can’t spill the beans. Around Kirsty, Jo would feel no need to lie about anything, to hide anything.


  I’m going to go out on a limb here: Amber didn’t correct Dinah’s misapprehensions about Kirsty because they’re too similar to her own. Every time Amber looks into Kirsty’s eyes she finds herself wondering, What do you know? How do I know you haven’t got all the information I want? All right, you can’t talk, but who knows what goes on behind those eyes? I don’t even know what’s wrong with you. And then Amber would feel guilty, because of course she knows Kirsty doesn’t know anything.


  Or maybe she looks at Kirsty and thinks, You must have seen and heard things that, if only you were normal, you’d be able to understand and tell me about. In which case, Amber would feel even more guilty. Imagine being resentful of poor Kirsty. What kind of terrible person would that make you? Imagine being jealous of Kirsty; what’s wrong with you, that you’re jealous of someone so much worse off than yourself?


  But it’s entirely understandable. Remember earlier I said Amber’s desperation to know why Jo, Neil and the boys disappeared must have been kept alive all these years by something, some force? One of the possible explanations I suggested was that she might be convinced that someone else knows the truth, someone less deserving than her.


  Kirsty is that person. It infuriates Amber that Kirsty might have the secret information stored somewhere in her damaged brain in the form of never-to-be-understood data that she’s taken in through her eyes and ears, while she, Amber, who is more than capable of listening and understanding, is left out in the cold: an outsider who knows nothing.


  I also said earlier that perhaps Amber believes Jo owes her a secret. Which would mean that, at some point before they went to Little Orchard, Amber told Jo a secret – a big one, is my guess. Narcissists spend much of the time selling themselves to others, being charming and seductive to reel you in, to make sure they’ve got you there, close by, for when they need someone to lash out at. Amber might easily have been fooled into thinking she could trust Jo, before she knew her well.


  How she’s suffered since. That’s why she puts up with Jo’s regular attacks: because Jo has something on her. That’s what she can’t bear to think about, and why she’s putting all her energies into impossible mysteries, which are stacking up. Have you noticed? We’ve got two of them now. Kirsty can’t know anything, yet Amber can’t shake the suspicion that she does; Amber didn’t see the words ‘Kind, Cruel, Kind of Cruel’ in the locked room or in any other room at Little Orchard, but she knows she saw them at Little Orchard.


  As I said before, I’m not against impossible mysteries. Their impossibility doesn’t make them nonsensical. On the contrary, they’re highly meaningful. They’re what’s keeping you out of your own personal locked room, Amber, at the same time as offering you a way in. Their impossibility, and the extent to which it frustrates you, is your subconscious trying to signal to your conscious mind that it can’t bear this much longer. Things need to come out.


  Acknowledgements


  I am deeply grateful, as always, to my agent Peter Straus of Rogers, Coleridge & White (or Straus MD of the Princeton-Plainsboro Literary Agency as I prefer to call him, on account of his genius-maverick qualities), to my brilliantly incisive and supportive editor Carolyn Mays, to Francesca Best, Karen Geary, Lucy Zilberkweit, Lucy Hale and everybody at my wonderful publishers Hodder & Stoughton. Thank you to my long-standing copy editor, Amber Burlinson, after whom I cheekily named the protagonist of this novel without asking permission. Thanks to Montserrat and Jeromin, owners of the real Little Orchard – again: cheeky name theft, no permission. Thank you to all my international publishers who work so hard to distribute my peculiar brand of twisted fictional psyche all over the world. Thanks to Mark Pannone as ever, and to the Cambridge Stonecraft gang: Simon, Jamie, Lee and Matt. Thank you to Dr Bryan Knight, whose amazing website first made me think, ‘Hmm, hypnosis . . .’, and to Dr Michael Heap whose expertise proved invaluable.


  The original Hector and His Ten Sisters was a short story I wrote with my children, Phoebe and Guy. I am grateful to Phoebe, also, for supplying Dinah’s quip about the hypothetical baby who would only grow up and work in an office. Thank you to Dan for too many things to list (and I won’t bother to try, in case he hates lists of things he’s done as much as he hates lists of things I’d like him to do).


  Last but far from least: major thanks to Emily Winslow for brilliant editorial advice and suggestions.


  The following books have proved fascinating as well as incredibly useful: Toxic Parents: Overcoming Their Hurtful Legacy and Reclaiming Your Life by Dr Susan Forward, The Body Never Lies by Dr Alice Miller, The Emotional Incest Syndrome: What to Do When a Parent’s Love Rules Your Life by Dr Patricia Love, The Narcissistic Family by Stephanie Donaldson-Pressman and Robert M. Pressman, and Facing Codependence by Pia Mellody.


  About the Author


  


  As well as writing psychological thrillers, Sophie


  Hannah is a bestselling poet and an awardwinning


  short story writer. Her fifth collection of


  poetry, Pessimism for Beginners, was shortlisted


  for the 2007 TS Eliot Award. She won first prize


  in the Daphne du Maurier Festival Short Story


  competition for her psychological suspense story


  The Octopus Nest. Her psychological thrillers


  Little Face and Hurting Distance were long-listed


  for the Theakston’s Old Peculier Crime Novel of


  the Year Award and The Other Half Lives was


  shortlisted for the Independent Booksellers’ Book


  of the Year Award and a Barry Award. The Point


  of Rescue was adapted for television in 2011


  as Case Sensitive, starring Olivia Williams


  and Darren Boyd.


  


  Sophie lives with her husband and children in


  Cambridge, where she is a Fellow Commoner at


  Lucy Cavendish College. More information on


  Sophie can be found at www.sophiehannah.com.

OEBPS/Images/embim1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
Some secrets are so dark you
keep them even from yourself

SOPHIE
HANNAH

kind

of cruel






OEBPS/Images/twitter.gif





