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  The Fictional Psychopath


  ‘Everybody lies.’


  – Gregory House MD1


  Psychopaths are essential in fiction. From a writer’s perspective, they tend to exist within the plot to present a challenge for the hero, who, of course, we usually admire. Most fictional psychopaths are deliberately unlikeable, even if the overall effect is sometimes absurdly comical. Think of all those James Bond villains parodied by Mike Myers in his Austin Powers films. Others are simply repulsive without the humour. But often enough it is the protagonist himself who is psychopathic. Such an anti-hero needs to be charismatic if we as readers (or viewers) are to remain interested in his overcoming whatever challenge the plot throws at him. The likeable fictional psychopath is what this book is all about: the despicable anti-hero whom we admire despite ourselves.


  This list has been carefully chosen. Novels are the best source, especially where they are part of a series that allows for the gradual development of a character over time. This gives us plenty of backstory, telling us a great deal about the fictional psychopath’s biographical misadventures. Television shows that run for several seasons do likewise, as they often incorporate flashbacks or other techniques that provide background information on the anti-hero. Films are a little more difficult, given that they are rarely more than two hours in length. As they usually contain insufficient detail in their own right for our purposes, they have only been included where they represent adaptations of existing novels.


  The term ‘psychopath’ should not be used lightly. Many fictional anti-heroes are not psychopaths. Some are sociopaths, some have antisocial personality disorders and others are not on the spectrum at all. Most importantly, opinions may differ and thus we need an objective method of deciding whether or not our fictional anti-heroes are true psychopaths before we bother discussing them any further. The Psychopathy Checklist, devised by Canadian psychologist Robert D. Hare and referred to in Chapter 1, is considered the gold standard in deciphering psychopathy, provided it is used properly by an expert who tho­roughly interviews and investigates the individual.2


  In real life, an index event (the crime that led to the forensic assessment) is not enough evidence upon which to base an opinion. Indeed, a competent assessor will often exclude the index event and instead focus on the individual’s case history. In this book, we do not always have that luxury. As a good plot is often driven by a series of index events, the latter may comprise much of the information we have about the anti-hero. Where backstories are provided, key gaps may exist, and obviously we are not in a position to interview fictional characters to fill in these gaps. As a result, some artistic licence is necessary when applying the Psychopathy Checklist to a fictional character, which hopefully the reader will forgive. To compensate for missing information, we will generally allow ourselves the research cut-off score of twenty-five.


  The traits in the Psychopathy Checklist are divided into four domains.3 Interpersonal traits govern how the psychopath makes himself appear to others; affective traits relate to how the psychopath feels (or rather does not feel) on an emotional level; lifestyle traits pertain to the manner in which the psychopath interacts with society (see endnote 5, p. 271, on the two sexual traits); and antisocial traits are those that lead to behaviours that society deems to be unacceptable (those traits that will get you arrested). The specifics of the traits are as follows:


  Interpersonal Traits


  1. Glibness/Superficial charm


  2. Grandiose sense of self-worth


  3. Pathological lying (lying relentlessly, even when it is not necessary)


  4. Manipulation for personal gain (this often involves ‘impression management’)4


  Affective Traits


  5. Shallow affect (an impaired ability to feel emotion even if one can mimic how it looks to feel it)


  6. Callousness or lack of empathy


  7. Lack of remorse or guilt


  8. Failure to accept responsibility for one’s own actions (a tendency to blame others instead)


  Lifestyle Traits


  9. Parasitic lifestyle (taking advantage of the kindness or vulnerability of others)


  10. Impulsivity (acting suddenly without weighing up the risks and benefits)


  11. Lack of realistic long-term goals (making plans far beyond one’s obvious capabilities)


  12. Need for stimulation or excitement


  13. Irresponsibility (failing to live up to one’s obligations or commitments)


  14. Promiscuous sexual behaviour5


  15. Many short-term (marital) relationships (or unstable interpersonal relationships in the youth version of the Psychopathy Checklist)


  Antisocial Traits


  16. Poor behavioural controls


  17. Early behavioural problems


  18. Juvenile delinquency


  19. Criminal versatility (engaging in a variety of crimes instead of specialising in one)


  20. Revocation of conditional release, such as parole violation


  To complicate matters, there may be more than one subtype of psychopath. Some experts assert that there are really three, namely the classic psychopath, the manipulative psychopath and the macho psychopath.6 All three subtypes score highly in the affective traits listed above, while the classic psychopath scores highly in all four categories of traits. The manipulative psychopath scores highly in the affective and interpersonal traits but scores relatively less in the lifestyle and antisocial traits. In essence, such an individual is more likely to be a charming confidence trickster than a demonstrative risk-taker or mena­cing bully. The macho psychopath scores highly in the affective, lifestyle and antisocial traits but scores relatively less in the interpersonal traits. Such an individual is more likely to be a demonstrative risk-taker or menacing bully than a charming confidence trickster. While the manipulative psychopath will charm you out of your life savings, the macho psychopath will put you in hospital. The classic psychopath could possibly do both.7


  The above is all very well in real life, but in fiction the reader (or viewer) usually possesses a level of omniscience that bestows some immunity to the impression management of a psychopath. Surely, we readers can see past their games? Therefore, how could a fictional psychopath possibly be likeable? Before we embark on the actual reasons, it is important to remember that the average reader and viewer will usually only finish a book or film if they have some affinity for (or at least fascination with) one of the main protagonists. When the latter happens to be a psychopath, it is especially important to the author or director that we like the protagonist sufficiently to persist with the story. So, perhaps the most fundamental reason the fictional psychopath is likeable is that he simply must be so for his very survival as a fictional entity.


  The real question we should be asking, however, is how the author or director achieves the anti-hero’s likeability notwithstanding their nefarious deeds. There are at least ten possible reasons outlined below. Of course, these reasons might be applied to anyone and not just fictional psychopaths, but they are particularly necessary for the latter, given that we also have a host of reasons not to like them.


  The first reason we like a fictional psychopath (or a real one, for that matter) is their calmness and courage under fire. Surgeons and firefighters save lives. CEOs and politicians lead the masses. Kevin Dutton, professor of experimental psychology at Oxford University, holds that society needs its psychopaths precisely because these individuals do not scare easily; instead they relish the challenge of the seemingly impossible and embark upon it while scarcely raising their heartbeat.8 Virtually all of our chosen fictional psychopaths fall into this category.


  The appearance of vulnerability is the second reason. Psy­chopaths are predators. Lock yourself unarmed in the tiger en­closure of your local zoo and wait to see who comes out on top. My money is on the tiger. Yet tigers are on the endangered species list as their habitat and food supply dwindle. Predators can be vulnerable. Vulnerability is complicated. Even when fictional psychopaths (like their real-life counterparts) are not remotely vulnerable, they can still appear so in the eyes of an empathic reader who wants to afford them the benefit of the doubt. Examples include Patricia Highsmith’s infamous anti-hero Tom Ripley, who plays the role of the triumphant under­dog when we first meet him in The Talented Mr Ripley. They also include Ben Lovatt, the minor in question in Doris Lessing’s novel The Fifth Child. Ben is both threatening and vulnerable, like a fierce but endangered animal, and humans have long sought to hunt or tame ferocious creatures – sometimes simply for sport. On a more concrete level, it is difficult for any reader not to feel empathy for a child, no matter how naughty they may be.


  So, what’s the third reason? It is our societal fascination with secrecy. We simply love it. Virtually every sensational media scoop is based on a scandal, some sort of heretofore secret unmasked. Psychopaths, meanwhile, are chameleons. They live among us and look like us and act like us. Their success lies in their ability to blend in, to keep their true nature secret. And it is this very idea that seems to capture the public imagination.


  Given this secrecy, it is all the more thrilling when a fictional psychopath takes us into their confidence. This is the fourth reason we like them. Examples include Patrick Bateman in Bret Easton Ellis’ novel American Psycho and Alex DeLarge in Anthony Burgess’ novel A Clockwork Orange. Perhaps most notably, they include Francis Urquhart (or Frank Underwood) ‘breaking the Fourth Wall’ to reveal the inner workings of his devious mind in the television series House of Cards.9 Or does he simply apply his impression management to the viewer in the same way he does to his fellow characters? Either way, it is a very effective tool for winning over an audience. Reveal your own perspective from the outset and you will get us on your side. In hearing the anti-hero’s confession (albeit often a fake one), we feel strangely privileged to be part of their inner circle. We also feel a sense of security (ignoring the fact that it may be misplaced), safe in the assumption that our anti-hero would never turn on us. After all, why would they tell us their innermost secrets if they did not like us?


  Occasionally, when a fictional psychopath will not confide in us, we like them just the same if they open up to another character, especially if that character is likeable or vulnerable in their own right. For example, Hannibal Lecter confides in Clarice Starling as he assumes the de facto role of her psychotherapist while helping her to catch a serial killer. Similarly, in The Fifth Child the reader sympathises with Ben’s loyal and long-suffering mother Harriet – perhaps the real hero of the story. The sympathy we have for her reflects well on her son. Indeed, if she has made the decision to tolerate his destructive behaviour, who are we to question her judgement?


  The fifth reason we like a fictional psychopath is that we are seduced by their charm. Even in real life, most psychopaths are very, very skilled at creating a good impression. Their charm, although superficial, can fool almost anyone in the wrong place at the wrong time. Once a good initial impression has been made, many who encounter the psychopath will dismiss subsequent information that contradicts their established opinion. It is no different in fiction. Indeed, it may be worse because the reader or viewer is constantly ‘in the wrong place at the wrong time’. We see exactly what the author or director wants us to see. If we are meant to be charmed we will be charmed. And most of the fictional psychopaths for our purposes are very charming indeed.


  The sixth reason we like a fictional psychopath is that we never find them boring. They are charismatic whirlwinds of energy. Again, almost all of the psychopaths in this book exemplify this. Especially noteworthy is Dexter Morgan from his eponymous television series. It is important to note that not being boring is quite different from being charming. While Dexter can switch on the superficial charm when he wants to, he is not always especially beguiling; yet, he is an interesting character who constantly keeps us entertained. Conversely, think of all the dull people with integrity you know in real life. Fiction has little room for gloomy characters, especially if they are meant to be anti-heroes. Psychopaths can spice things up with ease as they fearlessly and without conscience do the things ordinary people would never dare to. It is hard not to find this compelling.


  Enter the seventh reason: we like fictional psychopaths who have looks, talents or skills we admire. In real life, psychopaths have a particular set of skills conducive to being a psychopath. This includes the innate ability to analyse their victim’s desires, expectations and regrets and then give the impression they can fill that void, that they can empathise with their victims. Joshua Greene, a psychologist at Harvard Univer­sity, describes two types of empathy: ‘hot’ and ‘cold’ varieties. ‘Hot’ empathy is what you or I might consider empathy, namely the ability to truly feel what others feel by observing their reactions. ‘Cold’ empathy is the ability to work out dispassionately other people’s feelings, thoughts and motivations without actually feeling them yourself. The lack of empathy experienced by psychopaths is really a lack of ‘hot’ empathy. To compensate, they often excel at ‘cold’ empathy and know instinctively what buttons to press to elicit the reaction they want for their own personal gain. No doubt fictional psychopaths can do this too, but they also tend to have an exaggerated range of other ‘non-psychopathic’ skills that truly leave us in awe. Examples include Tom Ripley (a talented mimic, skilled musician and connoisseur of fine art) and James Bond (yes, some incarnations of Bond are psychopathic, yet he is a resourceful and exceptionally lucky spy who is also good-looking and a charming seducer of women). At the very least, they gain some of our respect.


  The eighth reason is a little deeper, perhaps more psycho­dynamic than the others.10 It is that the fictional psychopath appeals to an innate part of us that longs to be bad. Fiction is all about escapism, after all, the opportunity to explore a parallel existence with none of the consequences. Do we unconsciously use fiction to fantasise about how we might exact revenge on those who have offended us in real life? Or conversely do we project our own conscience onto the fictional psychopath to make them seem more acceptable than they actually are? Either way, as we begin to identify with the fictional psychopath, we are more likely to develop an affinity for them.


  Fictional psychopaths become more likeable when their victims make them look good. This is the ninth reason on the list. Examples include James Bond, Tom Ripley, Hannibal Lecter and Dexter Morgan who, despite their lack of con­science, never kill innocent women or children. Indeed, they don’t really seem to kill at all without good reason, however perverse their reasoning might be. Instead, they kill when they are threatened or bullied by some short-sighted adversary who has underestimated their ruthlessness. The fictional psychopath’s victims are often depicted as greedy, superficial or irritating. In other instances, they are simply more evil than the psychopathic protagonist we admire. Think of all those eccentric Bond villains, or the serial killers Hannibal Lecter helps the FBI to apprehend. So, regardless of the fictional psychopath’s self-serving primary motivation, they can still make themselves look good in our eyes by killing off characters we truly abhor.


  Finally, the tenth reason we like a fictional psychopath is that the backdrop to their story makes them look good. This is similar to the ninth reason, except that it is the environment or circumstances rather than another character that cause us to forgive their nefarious deeds. Think of James Bond in the context of the Cold War. He is the better of two evils.


  The box below summarises the ten reasons why some fic­tional psychopaths are likeable. Frankly, it lists the reasons anyone might be likeable. Still, let’s call it the Psychopath Likeability Scale so that we can refer to it easily in later chapters. We will score each reason with 0, 2 or 4 to allow for a potential grand score of 40. This will be given equal weight to the Psychopathy Checklist when we compare our anti-heroes in the final chapter.


  
    
      
    

    
      
        	
          Psychopath Likeability Scale

        
      


      
        	
          1. They are calm and courageous in the face of danger.


          2. They seem vulnerable.


          3. They appeal to our fascination with secrecy.


          4. They take us into their confidence.


          5. We are seduced by their charm.


          6. We never find them boring.


          7. They have looks, talents or skills we admire.


          8. They appeal to a part deep within us that longs

          to be bad.


          9. Their victims make them look good.


          10. The backdrop makes them look good.

        
      

    
  


  This book makes no claim to be the definitive list of likeable fictional psychopaths. Indeed, there are many such anti-heroes who might have been included but for various reasons are not. For example, fans of the television drama House MD will be familiar with the eponymous character played by the British actor Hugh Laurie. Given Gregory House’s tendency to lie and manipulate, his apparent lack of empathy at times, his need for stimulation and excitement, his promiscuity, and his clear defiance of rules and regulations, couldn’t we make a reasonable argument for ‘corporate’ psychopathy? Possibly so, but his character over eight seasons could be said to lack internal consistency, in that there are also plentiful examples of feelings and behaviours that defy the label of psychopathy. He is certainly likeable.


  From a literary perspective, another case in point is Lolita’s Humbert Humbert, a thirty-eight-year-old European literary scholar whose absent-minded professorial demeanour perhaps makes him vaguely likeable, particularly to those characters who do not realise what he is capable of. As readers, we are armed with much of the shocking truth because he takes us into his confidence, albeit as an unreliable narrator. Perhaps he comes across as somewhat vulnerable – though this may simply be the upshot of his impression management.


  In essence, Humbert is a serial paedophile who becomes obsessed with the twelve-year-old daughter of his landlady. When the child – Dolores ‘Lolita’ Haze – loses her mother in a car accident, Humbert (by now her stepfather) fetches her from camp and then proceeds to travel around the United States repeatedly sexually assaulting her until she finally manages to escape his clutches. Lolita was written by the Russian author Vladimir Nabokov and published in 1955. The novel, which was included in TIME magazine’s 100 best English-language novels published between 1923 and 2005, was adapted for the silver screen by Stanley Kubrick in 1962 and again by Adrian Lyne in 1997. We might have included Lolita as a chapter in this book, but frankly Humbert’s behaviour is abhorrent.


  In keeping with Kubrick, we have Alex DeLarge in Anthony Burgess’ 1962 novel A Clockwork Orange and Kubrick’s 1971 cinematic adaptation. A dystopian social and political commentary set in the not-too-distant future, the novel opens with the fifteen-year-old protagonist and his ‘droogs’ as they set off on a violent rampage purely for the purpose of entertainment. DeLarge could be a psychopath, a sociopath or a juvenile delinquent. Perhaps more interesting is the novel’s theme of whether or not he can be treated. In the book, DeLarge is apprehended, whereupon his forensic psychiatrists prescribe him the fictional ‘Ludovico technique’, which involves forcibly exposing him to violent images while giving him medication to induce nausea in an effort to stop his violent behaviour.11


  DeLarge is likeable not merely because of the vulnerability inherent in his being a minor exposed to barbaric treatment while incarcerated. As narrator, he takes us into his confidence from the outset, and he is certainly anything but boring. But what places a little doubt on his psychopathy is his appreciation of Beethoven, a composer renowned for evoking considerable depth of emotion in listeners. DeLarge seems to feel a connection with the classical composer’s suffering. Kubrick’s adaptation was nominated for the 1971 Academy Award for Best Picture but sadly lost to The French Connection. Still, Alex DeLarge is a probable psychopath with a likeable streak whom we might easily have included in this book.


  Of course, there are other noteworthy anti-heroes of the silver screen. Two obvious film directors each have a long list of potential psychopaths for inclusion on account of their likeability. The first is Quentin Tarantino, the king of violent black comedy. Perhaps his most famous film is the postmodern Pulp Fiction, with its eclectic use of dialogue, intersecting storylines, references to popular culture and relentless violence as a comedic tool. It was nominated for seven Academy Awards and Tarantino (along with co-writer Roger Avary) won an Oscar for Best Original Screenplay.


  Virtually all of the anti-heroes in Tarantino films are likeable on account of their charm, but two clear examples are Vincent Vega and Jules Winnfield played respectively by John Travolta and Samuel L. Jackson. As they cruise along the highway to retrieve a briefcase from a low-level gangster who has been disloyal to their collective boss (Wallace), Vega and Winnfield joust like an old married couple about anything from what the French call a Big Mac quarter-pounder (a ‘Royale with cheese’, as it happens) to the explicit nature of a foot massage. Eventually they arrive at their destination, where Winnfield says, ‘Come on, let’s get into character’ and they brutally shoot the gangster dead. Their only casual concern is how to cover their tracks. Whether technically sociopaths or psychopaths, they are nevertheless likeable for their seductive charm, their vulnerability to their boss, Winnfield’s intellect and Vega’s stylish dancing (clearly one of the reasons Travolta was cast). But as Tarantino typically films mere snapshots in the lives of his characters (rather than taking the longitudinal view), we do not know enough about their backstories to assert psychopathy and include them meaningfully in this book.


  Equally, Alfred Hitchcock is a connoisseur of the psychopath. With over sixty films to his credit, where indeed do we start? Rope (1948) might be a good example, in which two friends strangle a classmate simply for the intellectual thrill of it and then proceed to throw a party for the victim’s family and friends while the victim lies in a trunk that they use as a buffet table. The killers regale their guests (who include their former teacher played by James Stewart) with their intellectual views on the essence of the perfect murder. They are vulnerable mostly on account of their youth. They are talented, skilful and certainly not boring. We assume they are psychopaths but, as with Tarantino’s characters, we have insufficient biographical detail to back up this assumption. Hitchcock’s films are replete with likely psychopaths, but there is one notable exception who has already been mentioned: Norman Bates, who clearly has psychosis rather than psychopathy.


  So, with this in mind, the following are the clear front­runners when it comes to the likeable fictional psychopath:


  1. Amy Elliott Dunne in Gone Girl by Gillian Flynn.


  2. James Bond in Ian Fleming’s novels.


  3. Francis Urquhart (or Frank Underwood) in the television series House of Cards.


  4. Tom Ripley in The Talented Mr Ripley by Patricia Highsmith.


  5. Kevin Khatchadourian in We Need to Talk About Kevin by Lionel Shriver.


  6. Ben Lovatt in Doris Lessing’s novel The Fifth Child.


  7. Hannibal Lecter in The Silence of the Lambs by Thomas Harris.


  8. Montressor in Edgar Allan Poe’s The Cask of Amontillado.


  9. Dexter Morgan in the television series Dexter.


  10. Patrick Bateman in Bret Easton Ellis’ novel American Psycho.


  11. Tony Soprano in the television series The Sopranos.


  On this list are some of the most famous fictional psychopaths ever created. At least three of the contenders on our list are the anti-heroes of highly successful television series, while all but one of the remainder are the principal protagonists of novels sufficient in number or detail to provide the biographical detail needed. Most of the novels have been made into films. Perhaps The Cask of Amontillado is an indulgence. Either way, it goes to show how readers, cinema-goers and television aficionados are ever hungry for the archetypal psychopath. Provided, of course, they are likeable.
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  The Amazing Psychopath


  ‘The way some people change fashion regularly, I change personalities.’


  – Amy Elliott Dunne1


  Although most psychopaths in real life – the lion’s share, if you like – are probably men, spare a thought for the archetypal often-psychopathic femme fatales in fiction. Think of all those suggestively named Bond girls who are happy to sleep with 007 before betraying him to the enemy. Similarly Demi Moore’s portrayal of Meredith Johnson in Barry Levinson’s film adaptation of Michael Crichton’s Disclosure is the epi­tome of corporate psychopathy. But perhaps the finest example of a female psychopath in fiction is Amy Elliott Dunne, the prota­gonist in Gillian Flynn’s tense psychological thriller Gone Girl.


  Published in June 2012, the novel was nothing short of a sensation, climbing to the top of the New York Times bestseller list. A 2014 film adaptation, written by the author and directed by David Fincher, starred Ben Affleck and Rosamund Pike in the leading roles. It was very successful, both commercially and critically; indeed, it led to a plethora of award nominations that included an Oscar nomination for Pike.


  The plot centres on the disappearance of the beautiful and accomplished Amy Elliott Dunne on the date of her fifth wedding anniversary. Amy is the only child of children’s authors Marybeth and Rand Elliott, whose once-successful series of Amazing Amy books is based on a fictionalised version of their daughter. Early in the tale, we learn of how Amy met her future husband, Nick, when they were both up-and-coming writers in New York. Together, they attended glamorous parties and hinted at a life of endless possibilities: they were a golden couple. Alas, their good fortune was short-lived as the recession inevitably took its toll. Ultimately, unemployment, financial worries and Nick’s ailing parents meant he and Amy were forced to leave New York for his hometown of North Carthage, Missouri.


  In the novel, Amy mostly recounts the past in diary format, while Nick narrates the present. From the outset, we are not so sure about Nick. He is depicted as a rather absent-minded and smug young man with loose morals. But is he a murderer? With Amy now missing, the police suspect an altercation in the household and are immediately suspicious of him. He copes poorly with media scrutiny and, as public mistrust in him grows, he becomes a social pariah, first locally and then nationally. It seems obvious to everyone that Amy’s husband has something to hide.


  Then the police find Amy’s diary, unmasking a marriage that is not as blissful as initially perceived. Amy appears naïve and earnest, and is clearly unhappy living in North Carthage. Both their house and Nick’s business venture (a liquor emporium simply named ‘The Bar’) are funded by Amy’s trust fund, which implies that she is being taken advantage of. They have little income, yet Nick seems to charge numerous extravagant purchases to his credit card. He has recently taken out a life assurance policy on Amy. It transpires that he has been having an affair with a young student attending a local college where he teaches media studies. Amy’s diary goes on to reveal that she has become gradually more afraid of her angry and unpredictable husband. Indeed, she describes taking steps to buy a gun in order to protect herself from him. So, when she disappears, it seems to the police that Nick has motive, means and opportunity; his only defence rests in the absence of something crucial to prove a murder – the body.


  Of course, there is a very good reason for this. Amy is not dead. When she is ready, she confides in the reader that she has plotted her exit in order to frame her husband for homicide. Having bought an old car, she leaves evidence of a domestic disturbance at their house and then drives to a motel where she resides undercover. All does not go according to her plan, however. Before long (indeed, the moment she lets down her guard), her money is stolen by her motel neighbours and she is forced to sleep in her car. Ever resourceful, she seeks refuge in the high-walled country retreat of her former boyfriend and creepy admirer Desi Collins. Ironically, she finds herself trapped in the manner she has already fictionalised in her diary. Her de facto imprisonment begs the question: has she bitten off more than she can chew? While there, she sees Nick on national television, publicly apologising and begging her to return home. Ultimately, she frames Desi by faking a sexual assault in front of his ubiquitous CCTV cameras and then proceeds to murder him in his bed. Finally, she returns home, tearful and covered in blood for the benefit of the television press.


  Unsurprisingly, it transpires that Amy left her diary deli­berately for the police to find, untrustworthy as it was. Her description of Nick as an aggressive man is inconsistent with what the reader can clearly see. Her portrayal of herself as a victim does not seem to add up either. And in a triumph of impression management, Amy’s fictitious depiction of their marriage allows her to slowly punish her disappointing husband for the wasted years he has cost her and his audacity to have an affair with a younger woman right under her very nose. Amy’s motive is revenge – to see Nick publicly humiliated, most likely prosecuted for murder and possibly even executed. It seems the sympathetic ‘Amazing Amy’ of the diary (and of the early part of the marriage) is a manufactured persona.


  Amy’s extreme impression management is only one of her many psychopathic traits. In terms of the interpersonal domain, there are numerous examples of glibness and superficial charm. Amy is charm itself; men and women alike hang on her every word, dazzled by her wit, cleverness and charisma. A string of former boyfriends have never quite gotten over their obsession with her. She easily charms a less-glamorous neighbour into a perceived friendship. When Amy goes missing, nobody in the community has an unkind word to say about her – at least not at first. Indeed, a whole nation of young readers that grew up with Amazing Amy seems to adore our anti-hero as they confuse her with her fictional counterpart. Only those close to Amy can see what she is really like. Nick’s father is suspicious of her. Nick’s twin sister, Go, dislikes her intensely. Even Nick himself tires of his wife after a year or two of marriage as reality begins to creep in. Her allure is just a façade.


  As for a grandiose sense of self-worth, Amy throws what must be one of the greatest narcissistic tantrums in literary history. Obviously, it is reasonable for any spouse to be upset when learning about their partner’s adultery, but not to the point where they publicly frame said partner for murder in an effort to regain absolute control of the relationship. And Amy has a strong track record of taking offence when key people do not worship her. She dishes out punishment equally well; her past is strewn with teenage school peers and old boyfriends who have inadvertently scorned her only to find themselves with reputations as stalkers or rapists. Nick is simply the latest to offend, being the man she accuses of having ‘single-handedly de-amazed Amazing Amy’.2 It is only by pleading for mercy publicly on network television that Nick persuades Amy to come home, an act of contrition that appeals to the extreme narcissism that might have originated in her upbringing. She is, after all, the only child of shallow, emotionally neglectful parents who have carefully walked the tightrope of constantly telling her how brilliant she is while simultaneously holding her up to public scrutiny against a perfect fictionalised version.


  So, what about pathological lying? This is not the usual type of lying – the kind we all do to spare the feelings of others or cover up minor peccadilloes. Instead the pathological liar falsifies constantly out of habit, sometimes without even realising they are doing it. If found out, the psychopath will simply shrug it off without any sense of embarrassment or they will rework the facts to iron out any inconsistencies. Apart from the fact that Amy admits to lying about her whole personality during the first few years of her relationship with Nick, her narrative in the first half of the novel is entirely comprised of an elaborate series of lies aimed at carefully framing her husband for murder. In the past, she lied about being stalked by a school friend, about being date-raped by a former boyfriend, and about Desi Collins once attempting suicide over her:


  I’d always liked that lie about Desi trying to kill himself over me. He had truly been devastated by our breakup, and he’d been really annoying, creepy, hanging around campus, hoping I’d take him back. So he might as well have attempted suicide.3


  Amy is a chronic pathological liar. She seems to lie for the sheer hell of it. Equally, she manipulates those around her for personal gain, being the expert at impression management that she is. She cons Nick into marrying her, then frames him, then manipulates her way into the arms (and the bed) of the former boyfriend she once lied about, and finally cons her way safely home again.


  Score for interpersonal traits = 8/8


  Amy also ticks all the boxes in the affective domain. Her shallow affect is such that it is difficult to discern any real emotion in her other than jealousy and rage. Any sense of fear in her is very limited indeed. She may display other emotions but she does not seem to truly feel them. That is not to say she isn’t perceptive; in her diary, she dissects the personalities of others with relative ease. Like many psychopaths, she is highly adept at identifying the weak points of others in order to trick them into doing what she wants them to do. But this is a skill (based on ‘cold’ empathy) rather than an emotional response. Nick’s Achilles’ heel, for example, is his laid-back nature and his poor attention to detail. Sometimes his only ambition appears to be the avoidance of conflict and Amy initially provides this with ease to snare her man. As she remarks, ‘For someone like me, who likes to win, it’s tempting to want to be the girl every guy wants.’4 And as she assumes the role of Cool Girl, she adds that, ‘I could feel myself getting shallower and dumber.’ Nick ‘loved a girl who doesn’t exist’.5
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