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  PROLOGUE




  You used to watch her, didn’t you? Watch her like a hawk, her every move. Well, people did, of course. She was a pretty little thing. Pink cheeks and a sky-blue

  sweater, fair curls, short shorts, and those long, tanned legs with the square, bony knees, like a child’s. Those thighs with not a dimple on them, and the soft, silky peach fuzz of hair

  along the inside of her shin. Only just out of childhood she was – you could see it in the way she couldn’t keep still, watching TV, reading, sitting there on the sofa, her legs all

  gangly, wriggling about, twiddling her hair, and then noticing that you were looking and straightening up, putting her feet back on the floor, folding her arms across her chest, hiding her breasts,

  self-conscious all of a sudden.




  And the way she laughed, like a peal of bells – bells you only hear in fairy stories, tinker bells, snow bells, jingling on a sleigh . . . Oh, what fun it is to ride . . . It was good

  to hear that in the house, cutting through the gloom, slicing it as if it were jelly, clouded aspic, with all of us inside it. Calling us, she was, reminding us how happy we could be, too, could

  have been, might still be, if only . . .




  She was always on the point of laughing, you could see, her words wobbling on the edge of it, slipping out on her pink tongue like a kitten’s, her breath sweet and warm as a saucer of

  milk. They don’t do that when they grow up, do they, girls – answer every question with a wriggle and a giggle. A blessing, in a way, that she stayed like that forever, high and happy,

  happy and high, and half dizzy on the edge of her life, looking down at the water, plucking up the courage to dive in. That she never woke up tired, with no one beside her, and lay alone, her limbs

  slack, with a pain in her gut, an empty, sour, missing pain, looking out through the rain on the window at the trees outside, branches hunched and hunkered up against a winter sky, and wondered how

  so many years could have gone by just like that, crept up on you so quick, so cunning, each one a player in a long summer evening shadows lengthening game of statues, tiptoeing up close every time

  you looked back, close, close, and closer, until at last one of them stepped forward, and tapped you on the shoulder . . .




  Oh, come on now, stop that. You’re not going to croak yet. Don’t get maudlin. The past is the past. It stays where you left it, far behind. You turn a corner one day, and you

  can’t see it any more. It’s gone. There’s nothing left of it, nothing. No one else knows, do they? It was only you and her, so now, if you choose not to remember . . . well, then,

  that’s the end of it. God’s left the quad, and he’s not coming back.




  Of course, she only had herself to blame. She knew perfectly well what she was up to. You told her she’d no right to mess around with people like that. Flaunt herself, take whatever she

  wanted, whenever she wanted. It just wasn’t fair. You only did what you had to do. Put a stop to it, there and then.




  And you didn’t feel sorry afterwards, and you don’t now, you still don’t, you won’t ever, because, at the end of the day, she bloody well deserved it. Sitting there

  twiddling and wriggling and giggling, as if butter wouldn’t melt.




  Silly little bitch. It was her own fault. Her own stupid fault. Not mine . . .
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  It was a sunny Monday in September. The day started out like any other: Bob away on business, Nella and Rose quarrelling over breakfast, both silent in the car as I drove them

  to school. I dropped them off at the gates and watched them walk down the road, keeping a firm distance from each other, Rose neat in her navy anorak, hair tied back, Nella shambling along in her

  ripped jeans, nodding her head to her iPod. I wondered whether Rose was slightly too well turned out perhaps, a little too eager to please. And Nella the other extreme, rather too scruffy, too

  insouciant. I sighed involuntarily as I watched them go.




  I hope they’re all right, I thought, as they disappeared around the corner out of sight, one after the other. I felt that familiar tug of love, or fear, or whatever it is, that always hits

  me when my children walk away from me, out into the world; and then I leaned forward, switched on the radio, and headed off to work.




  There was a traffic jam all the way along Cathedral Road, and while I was waiting I tilted the rear-view mirror towards me, examining my appearance. I hadn’t slept well the night before,

  and there were bags under my eyes to prove it. I took a lipstick out of my pocket and rubbed some of it onto my cheeks. I hoped it would distract attention from the bags. It did, but not in a good

  way. I was wondering whether to wipe it off again when the driver in the car behind began to bang on his horn, so I tilted the mirror back up and put my foot on the accelerator, resisting the

  temptation to flick him a V-sign as I went.




  On the way in to the office I bought myself a takeaway cup of coffee from the local deli. I parked the car at the back of the building where I work, and went round to the front door. I stopped

  on the way up to my office to say hello to Branwen, the receptionist, and we had a detailed discussion about the possibility of rain that day. Then I climbed the stairs to the second floor,

  unlocked the door and let myself in.




  As ever, the room was calm, pale, welcoming. The sun was filtering through the leaves of the trees outside the window, casting a shifting play of shadows over the ceiling, and there was a gentle

  hum of traffic from the street below. Everything in the room was in perfect order, my books lined up straight on the shelves, my Ben Nicholson-style relief resting serenely on the wall opposite.

  The two armchairs in the corner were positioned exactly right – not too close for comfort, not too far for intimate revelations – and the couch by the window, with its muted green

  upholstery, looked inviting, rather than intimidating.




  I went over to my desk, switched on my computer and, while it buzzed and flickered, began to look through my post. There was nothing much of interest among the bills and junk mail, just a couple

  of invitations to conferences that I was unlikely to go to, one in Leipzig and one in Stockholm. At the bottom of the pile I came to a small brown envelope with my name and address written out on

  it in neat capitals. I opened it, wondering what it could be. There was no letter inside, just a photograph of a middle-aged man. He had a sinister appearance and, when I looked closer, I saw why:

  his eyes had been coloured in with a marker pen, so that they were black.




  I was puzzled. The photograph had been taken outdoors, perhaps by the sea – somewhere windy, anyway. The man was handsome, in a patrician sort of way, with a full head of greying hair, a

  bony, aquiline nose, and the kind of wrinkles that make a face look distinctive, lived in, rather than ground down and defeated. He was dressed in a leather jacket, the collar turned up rather

  raffishly against the wind. The ghost of a smile played around his lips. He wore the expression of a man who was pleased with himself and his place in the world, perhaps even a little disdainful of

  the onlooker. Even the blacked-out eyes failed to dispel his air of self-confidence.




  I checked the envelope again to see if there was a letter inside, but it was empty. I turned it over and studied the postmark. It had been posted locally the day before. I wondered who on earth

  could have sent it, and why. I was curious, but not alarmed. Getting odd missives through the post is an occupational hazard in my job. Ex-clients, or members of their families, occasionally send

  me rambling, incoherent letters that are either effusive, abusive, or both. I usually glance through them, put them to one side and, after a couple of weeks, send a polite note in response. In this

  case, as there was no address, it was clear I wouldn’t even need to do that.




  I slid the photograph back into the envelope, and put it in the ‘pending’ tray on my desk. I covered it with the letters I needed to keep from the morning’s post, and threw the

  junk mail in the bin. Then I opened my coffee, blew on it, and took a sip.




  The phone rang. I didn’t pick it up, because I knew who it would be – Bob was away at a conference. The answerphone came on, and I listened.




  ‘Jess, just calling to see how you are.’ There was an anxious note in Bob’s voice. Good, I thought. Serves him right. Let him suffer.




  A month ago, Bob had returned from a business trip and confessed to me that he’d had a one-night stand. He’d said he’d resolved not to tell me, but after he’d got home

  he’d found he couldn’t live with the guilt. He’d begged my forgiveness, explained that he wasn’t unhappy with me, but that he’d been feeling frustrated in his career.

  It had been a pathetic attempt to boost his ego, he’d said. I hadn’t been very understanding.




  ‘And the girls,’ Bob went on. ‘I hope Nella’s concert goes all right today. Tell her I’m sorry to miss it.’ Pause. ‘Give her my love, won’t you.

  Wish her luck.’ Another pause.




  I’d asked him how old the woman was. About thirty, he’d said, shamefaced. Who was she, I’d wanted to know. Just a local translator, he’d told me. No one of any

  significance. That had disgusted me. A man of fifty-two, the head of the legal department at the Assembly, sleeping with a woman so much younger than himself, someone he regarded as unimportant. I

  hadn’t enquired further. And I hadn’t forgiven him, either.




  ‘Your mobile doesn’t seem to be working. Mine’s on, if you want to call.’ He sighed. ‘Anyway, I’ll be back later this evening. I’ll get a cab from the

  airport. Be in about nine.’ Silence. ‘See you then. I’ll bring you a surprise.’




  I hoped it wouldn’t be flowers. Bob knows I love flowers, so he’d been bringing them home, great bunches of them, waiting for me to put them in a vase and, when I didn’t, doing

  it himself. Seeing them there, arranged cack-handedly on the mantelpiece, had made me want to cry. Or scream. I hadn’t yet, except to myself. I was determined not to upset the girls. And I

  wanted to hold on to my marriage . . . at least for the time being.




  Bob hung up. I leaned forward and switched off the ringer on the phone, so I wouldn’t be disturbed again.




  I glanced at my watch. There was an hour to go until my first appointment of the day, an assessment of a new client. I decided to spend it doing some research on one of the regulars I had coming

  in later on, rather than letting my mind dwell on Bob, what he might be getting up to at the conference, and how I was ever going to forgive him for his betrayal.




  I was reading a paper on Complicated Grief in the Journal of Phenomenological Psychotherapy when there was a knock at the door. I glanced at the clock. My new client had

  arrived a little ahead of time, but as it was his first visit – for an assessment, rather than a session – I put away my paper, picked up my notes, walked over to the door, and ushered

  him in.




  I noticed immediately he walked into the room that he was a remarkably handsome man, tall and broad-shouldered, with a natural grace in the way he carried himself. I judged him to be in his late

  twenties, or thereabouts. He was wearing carefully ripped jeans, a black V-neck sweater with nothing on underneath, and a pair of running shoes covered in straps and bits of rubber. His

  shoulder-length hair was swept back from his face, and he had a day’s stubble on his chin.




  ‘Do sit down,’ I said, indicating one of the armchairs in the corner of the room.




  ‘Sorry if I’m a bit early.’ He spoke in a low, polite tone.




  ‘Not at all.’




  He took the chair nearest the window. I sat down opposite him, glancing at my notes.




  ‘Do you mind if I call you Gwydion, Mr Morgan?’




  ‘That’s fine.’




  ‘And please call me Jessica.’




  He nodded. Up close I could see that his eyes were green, fringed with thick, black lashes. I looked away. It seemed indecent to do anything else.




  I waited for him to start talking. The way I was trained, that’s what you’re supposed to do. Wait for the client to initiate the conversation. You listen attentively, then you

  ‘reflect back’ – that is, repeat what they’ve just said, maybe paraphrasing it a bit. Only I don’t always do what I’m supposed to. Hardly ever, in fact. These

  days, after all my years of practice, I trust myself to do whatever comes naturally. So, after a short pause, I asked, ‘How can I help?’




  I was conscious of his eyes on me as I spoke. Normally, I dress quite formally for work, in fitted suits and smart blouses. My taste runs to high-quality vintage and reproduction outfits, which

  I go to a lot of trouble to track down and customize. But that morning, as it was a warm day, I’d dressed more casually, in a Forties-style printed cotton dress and high espadrilles. Now I

  began to feel self-conscious about my bare legs, and wished I’d worn something more modest.




  ‘I don’t know.’ He ran a hand through his hair, in a gesture of frustration. ‘It’s a bit . . .’ His voice trailed off.




  Silence again. This time I didn’t say anything. Experience has taught me that when someone comes to a grinding halt, something interesting is about to be said.




  ‘It’s odd . . . I don’t know how to . . .’ He blushed.




  I wondered if it was going to be premature ejaculation. That’s one of the commonest problems I see with men. Especially men under thirty, like this one. So I waited for an opportunity to

  help him to say it, if that’s what it was.




  He looked down. The thick, black lashes fluttered against his flushed cheeks. Eventually, he spoke.




  ‘It’s to do with buttons,’ he said.




  ‘Buttons?’ I repeated the word quietly, evenly. Reflecting back, you see. Sometimes, of course, it’s best to follow the correct procedure.




  ‘Yes, buttons.’




  I glanced down to see if there was a rivet on his jeans. If there was, it was hidden by his belt.




  ‘Any particular type?’




  He looked up at me, relieved that I hadn’t laughed at him.




  ‘The plastic ones are worst. The ones with four little holes. But I don’t like any of them, actually.’




  There was a pause.




  ‘Well.’ I gave him what I hoped was a reassuring smile. ‘That’s not as unusual as you might think. It’s a well-known syndrome. It’s got a name.

  Koumpounophobia.’




  ‘Really?’ He looked relieved. ‘Koumpou . . . What was that?’




  ‘Koumpounophobia. They made up the word for people who are so button phobic they can’t say the word “button”.’




  ‘I see.’ He smiled at me a little warily. ‘Well, I’m not that bad. I can talk about buttons. I can’t wear them, but I can cope with seeing them. From a distance. I

  won’t touch them, though. And if they come loose. Or fall off . . .’ He shuddered.




  I’d come across cases of koumpounophobia before. They were difficult to resolve. Sometimes, if I couldn’t get anywhere, I sent them over to Dougie, the cognitive behavioural

  therapist on the other side of the corridor. Meinir, the hypnotherapist on the floor above, was also pretty good on this kind of thing.




  Gwydion sighed and passed a hand over his forehead. His glossy hair flopped forward over his face.




  ‘It gets worse when I’m stressed.’




  ‘That’s very common, too.’




  At this, he looked a little put out. People are funny like that, I’ve noticed. At first, they’re pleased to find that they have a syndrome with an important-sounding name. Then they

  start to get worried that their complaint might not be exclusive enough.




  ‘Actually, I am under rather a lot of strain at the moment,’ he said. ‘I’m working very long hours, finishing a series.’ He stopped and gave me a searching look.

  ‘A TV series.’ He stopped again. ‘I’m Danny in Down in the Valley. You’ve probably seen it.’




  ‘Ah.’ I nodded in a non-committal way.




  Down in the Valley is a long-running Welsh TV soap. The girls watch it religiously. But I’d never sat through an episode all the way through, and I’d certainly never seen

  Danny appear onscreen. If I had, I would have remembered him.




  He began to tell me about himself. As well as being Danny in Down in the Valley, he’d also starred in a film called The War of the Dragon Kings and had played several other

  screen roles, which, he said, I should look up on an Internet site called Curtain Call Casting. He was currently on the verge of a breakthrough in his career, having been offered a starring role in

  a major new period drama, an adaptation of the novel Helen by Maria Edgeworth, a contemporary of Jane Austen. He was very excited about it and was preparing to start rehearsals in three

  months’ time. He’d come to me for help because he was worried that he wouldn’t be able to cope with his costume – the buttons on the waistcoat, the jacket, and so on. His

  manner, as he spoke, was intense; he was articulate and sensitive, evidently deeply committed to his work. Despite – or because of – his reserve, he had a strong presence, and I could

  well imagine that he was a gifted actor. I could also see that he was very troubled by his phobia, afraid that he might let this longed-for opportunity slip through his hands.




  When he’d finished I asked, ‘I wonder, are there any other difficulties in your life at present?’




  ‘How d’you mean?’




  ‘Anything else worrying you?’




  ‘Such as?’




  ‘Well, relationships, for instance.’




  ‘I don’t have a girlfriend, if that’s what you mean. I mean, there have been . . . there are . . . from time to time . . .’ He looked away. I was surprised at his

  diffidence, given that he was such a good-looking man. ‘But nothing serious. At the moment, anyway.’




  ‘And your family?’




  ‘I’m an only child. I have a very close relationship with my mother. My father . . .’ He came to a halt.




  ‘I don’t get on with my father, as it happens,’ he continued, after a short pause. ‘He’s a bit of an egomaniac.’ He hesitated. ‘But to be honest, I

  don’t really want to go into all that. I just want to get this button phobia sorted, and get on with my life.’




  I nodded. ‘Well, I can see why, with this big part coming up. But I’m afraid if you’re in a hurry, I’m not going to be much help to you. I’m a psychotherapist. What

  I do takes a long time and a lot of effort. And it doesn’t always work.’




  He looked surprised.




  ‘You see, if you came to me, we would definitely need to look into your family relationships, especially those you find difficult.’




  A flash of irritation crossed his face, but I continued.




  ‘So if you want to deal with this quickly, you’d be better off seeing my colleague over the way. He has an altogether different approach. He’ll help you identify your negative

  thought patterns, your specific fears, and so on, and take you through a set of exercises to try to change them. He may use a technique called exposure. First, you’ll talk about buttons, then

  you’ll see pictures of them, then you’ll be asked to hold one, and so on, until you get over your phobia.’ I paused. ‘Is that the kind of thing you’re

  after?’




  He looked doubtful.




  ‘It’s actually very effective,’ I said. ‘And I can highly recommend this particular colleague.’




  ‘The thing is . . .’ He looked away, avoiding my gaze. ‘It’s not just the buttons.’




  He seemed shy all of a sudden, embarrassed. The idea that he might have a sexual hang-up came back to me, but I put it to one side. Bracket your own thoughts, that’s what you have to do

  when you’re listening to someone. Put them in parentheses, and return to them later. It’s a good rule, and one I try to stick to.




  ‘It’s hard for me to talk about it.’ His voice dropped to a whisper.




  I wondered what was wrong. In my view, phobias about things like buttons and spiders are fairly easy to understand, though not to cure. They’re the safe, convenient places we choose to

  store all our anxieties about the big things we can’t control, starting with the fact that we’re born, we die, and we don’t know why. Getting scared of buttons is easier than

  getting scared of that. Until it gets harder, of course.




  Eventually he raised his eyes and looked straight into mine. ‘I’d need to know you better before I could . . .’




  I tried to listen, but I began to feel like a startled rabbit trapped in the headlights of a car.




  ‘I’m hoping to find someone . . .’




  A car with very big headlights on a very dark, rainy night.




  ‘. . . someone I can trust.’




  I felt a sudden flush of heat rising up from my chest. I looked away, hoping it wouldn’t spread to my face.




  Counter-transference, I told myself. When you get emotionally entangled with your client, start to believe that you love or hate them with a passion. Just displaced emotion from other

  relationships in your life. It had cropped up rather quicker than usual in this case, even before the transference. (That’s when the client starts to think they love or hate you with a

  passion.) But I wasn’t too worried. I was pretty sure I could handle it. The situation, if kept well under control, could even prove enlightening, for both of us. As I said, I’ve

  learned to trust myself over the years.




  Gwydion blinked, and I blinked, and the moment passed.




  I glanced at the relief on the opposite wall. It was white, and calm, and serene. The circle seemed to sit naturally among the squares, quietly confident that it was in its rightful place.




  ‘Well, Gwydion,’ I said. I looked back at him and smiled my kindest, most sensible smile. ‘I consider myself quite trustworthy. If you decide you want to come and see me,

  I’ll do my best to help.’
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  I saw another four clients after Gwydion Morgan, all regulars, all spinning stories that still managed to fascinate and move me, whether the stories themselves or the spinning

  of them; and then I drove over to Nella’s school. She was due to be singing at a concert that afternoon. She’d only recently taken it up – all the girls did it for music GCSE, she

  said, it was an easier option than learning an instrument – but so far I’d never heard her utter a note. On the rare occasions when she practised, she shut her bedroom door firmly,

  turned up the volume on her stereo, and forbade me to enter until she’d finished. And she hadn’t wanted me to come to the concert, but I’d insisted on being there.




  I was running late, so I drove over to the school a little faster than I should have done, swung the car into the forecourt and parked hurriedly. Then I ran over to the main hall, joining the

  last of the parents as they were filing in. I found a seat, nodding politely at the people I knew, and looked over at Nella. She was standing to one side of the stage with her classmates. When she

  caught sight of me, I waved discreetly, but she didn’t wave back. Instead, she turned away and began to talk to her friends.




  The teacher went over to the door, shut it, and the chatter in the room quietened down. Then he went up onto the stage and introduced himself, thanking us for attending. He seemed rather too

  grateful for our presence, which didn’t bode well.




  The first performers were two painfully shy boys with electric guitars, one of them chugging out a dull blues riff while the other improvised haphazardly over the top. While they were playing,

  my mind wandered back to the photograph I’d received that morning. Probably just a disgruntled client, I told myself, but all the same, it was odd. I’d have to try and find out who the

  man in the photo was; perhaps that would tell me who’d sent it . . .




  Next up was a plump, ungainly girl with glasses, who sawed her way through a piece on the cello. She had the air of a young woman who hadn’t got a lot going for her in life but was

  determined all the same to beat Bach’s flibbertigibbet arpeggios into submission, and get herself an A-grade in the process. By the end of the piece, although it was excruciating to listen

  to, I felt like standing up and cheering.




  Looking somewhat weary, the teacher came back onstage, sat down at the piano and announced that the singers would now perform. As Nella had predicted, they were all girls, like her. Not a boy to

  be seen among them.




  The first was a pretty fifteen-year-old with carefully streaked and blow-dried hair, whose mannered rendition of ‘My Heart Will Go On’ was note-perfect. Despite the song’s

  nonsensical lyrics – not her fault, of course – and her absurdly dramatic gestures, her performance was greeted with wild applause. Afterwards, Nella shuffled out onto the stage, head

  bent, hair covering her face, hands stuffed into the pockets of her jeans.




  I held my breath and my heart began to beat. I tried not to sit on the edge of my seat. As the teacher played the opening notes to the song, I willed her to look up at the audience, but she

  continued to gaze stubbornly down at the floor.




  She began to sing. Her voice was a whisper, almost inaudible. I felt irritated, frustrated. What was the matter with my daughter? Why wasn’t she confident, sure of herself, like the girl

  with the streaked hair? She was just as pretty, probably just as good a singer. If only she’d . . .




  Then she raised her head. This time, her voice came out loud and clear. I swallowed. Tears came to my eyes. She had a beautiful voice, and this was the first time I’d ever heard it. For an

  instant, as she sang, she looked my way. She must have seen the emotion on my face, and it must have encouraged her, because, as she came to the final verse, she seemed to let go of her inhibitions

  and forget where she was.




  When she finished the song she glanced up at me triumphantly, as the audience began to clap. I clapped along with them, as hard as I could. Somebody gave a cheer as she left the stage, and I saw

  her laugh as her friends clustered around her, congratulating her.




  The next pupil came on, a tall girl with a clarinet. I listened politely as she started her piece, but by now I’d had enough. As the notes cascaded out, the odd squawk and hoot escaping

  from the instrument, a feeling of intense heat came over me and I passed my hand over my forehead, closing my eyes for a moment. As I did, I saw Gwydion Morgan’s thick, black eye-lashes

  fluttering against his flushed cheeks.




  The heat subsided, and I opened my eyes. Don’t panic, I told myself. It’s just hormones. And the shock of hearing Nella sing, so beautifully, so unexpectedly.




  The clarinet let out a high-pitched squeak, and a ripple of laughter went through the audience. The girl began to giggle, stopping for a moment to fiddle with the neck of the instrument while

  the teacher waited patiently at the piano. The audience shifted on their seats, and a few of the parents got up quietly and left, having seen their children perform. I took the opportunity to slip

  out of the hall with them, giving Nella a quick wave as I went. I knew that if I went over and congratulated her, she’d feel embarrassed. She looked away, but I noticed her trying to suppress

  a smile.




  Outside in the car park I walked quickly over to my car, unlocked the door, and was just about to get in when I heard someone behind me, calling my name. I turned to see a man in his thirties

  wearing a loose checked shirt and jeans. He was carrying a guitar case. For a moment, I didn’t recognize him, and then, as he came up closer, I remembered him as a former client of mine.




  ‘Emyr,’ I said. ‘Hi.’ I paused for a moment. ‘What are you doing here?’




  I’m often buttonholed by ex-clients as I go about my daily business – Cardiff’s a small place, after all – and usually I’m pleased to see them. But Emyr’s

  slightly over-familiar manner had always made me feel a little uncomfortable.




  ‘Same as you. Watching the show.’




  He smiled and came up closer. He had a wide smile – rows of straight, white teeth – and light brown freckles on his face. He stood a head taller than me, and his hair was that golden

  auburn colour that you often see in Wales, despite the fact that the Welsh are always thought of as dark and short.




  ‘Just like to see what the youngsters are up to,’ he went on. ‘Keeping my ear to the ground.’




  ‘Youngsters.’ Maybe that was the problem. Emyr had a penchant for teacherish words like ‘youngsters’. He’d come to see me a couple of years before with low-level

  depression after losing his job, but as he’d simply wanted to fulminate about the injustice of the situation, rather than explore his reaction to it, there hadn’t been much I could do

  for him, so he’d left after a few sessions.




  ‘I saw your daughter sing,’ he went on. ‘She’s a talented lass, isn’t she?’




  ‘Thank you. Yes, she is.’ I was about to tell him that before today I’d had no idea that Nella could sing a note, but for some reason I thought better of it.




  ‘So what are you doing these days?’ I asked instead.




  ‘I’m an A&R man. In a manner of speaking.’ He gave a wry grin. ‘I’m setting up a new community music project. Council grant. We’re looking for youngsters

  who might like to use our studio. Twenty-four track, state of the art. Completely free of charge.’ He fished in the pocket of his jeans, produced a slightly battered card, and handed it to

  me.




  I glanced down at the card. It was garishly coloured and bore the legend ‘Safe Trax’ in a rather dated graffiti-style script that Nella, I felt sure, would dismiss as

  ‘lame’. Underneath were his name and a contact number.




  ‘Thanks.’ I put the card in my bag. ‘Well, good to see you again.’




  ‘And you. Take care.’




  I got into the car, nodded at him through the window, and moved off. As I drove through the gates I saw him turn to watch me, and then walk slowly back towards the school.




  That evening, as a treat for Nella, I made the children’s favourite supper: hamburgers and chips. We ate it sitting in front of the television. The hamburgers were

  actually venison – less saturated fat – but I’d never told them that; the buns were wholemeal; and I’d made the chips myself, in the hope that they’d be slightly

  healthier than the bought variety. I also put a small salad of lettuce, tomato and watercress on each of their plates, though I knew Rose wouldn’t eat any of hers. But even if she

  didn’t, at least I could console myself that I’d done my best. As Merle Haggard, Bob’s favourite country singer, put it – Mama Tried.




  After we’d finished supper and cleared away, Rose went into the kitchen to practise her clarinet, while Nella went upstairs to do her homework. After a few minutes, I knew, loud music

  would begin to emanate from her room, interspersed with quiet spells, when she’d be on her mobile. I’d recently decided not to intervene any more – after all, she was sixteen now

  – so, instead, I went into Bob’s study and switched on the computer. Then I walked over to the door, shut it firmly, and returned.




  I typed a name into the search engine: Curtain Call Casting. I hesitated for a split second, wondering whether I should really be doing as my new client had asked, and then clicked onto the

  site. I scrolled down a list, found his name, and then clicked onto his page.




  At the top of the page was a publicity shot. The lighting was dark and moody, and Gwydion was standing face-on to the camera, wearing a tight white T-shirt and black joggers, worn low on the

  hips so as to reveal not only the waistband of his designer boxer shorts, but also a glimpse of muscular stomach beneath. His hair was tousled and his eyes were half closed, as if he’d just

  got out of bed.




  Beside the shot was a column headed ‘Quick details’. I glanced down at it and read off his vital statistics, or whatever they’re called if you’re a male actor. Playing

  age: 25. Height: 6 feet 1 inch. Weight: 12 stone 9 pounds. Hair colour: brown. Eye colour: hazel – no, they weren’t, they were green. Build: medium. And that was it.




  Underneath the publicity shot was a list of his acting roles. Apart from his role in The War of the Dragon Kings, and two cameos in films I’d never heard of, most of his appearances

  to date seemed to be in obscure Welsh television shows, including the redoubtable Down in the Valley. There were also credits for radio and TV commercials. I scrolled down further. As yet,

  there seemed to be no mention of the forthcoming part in the period drama.




  Music began to thump from Nella’s room upstairs. I decided to ignore it.




  Underneath the vital-statistics column was a link to another site, so I clicked on it. It turned out to be a movie database, giving more details on The War of the Dragon Kings, along with

  another shot of Gwydion, this time dressed in little more than a loincloth. The film was a remake of one of the stories from the Mabinogion and, judging by the paucity of reviews, not a

  particularly successful one. I scrolled down to a message board at the bottom of the page, to look at the recent posts discussing his role in the film. Sadly, there was no mention of his acting

  skills. Instead, the first message, from a person called shelleewellee, posed the question, ‘Isn’t Gwydion a total dish’, to which there was resounding affirmation from all and

  sundry, in no uncertain terms. The only comment that could possibly have been construed as an endorsement of his acting was from someone called gigigirl: ‘that guy is well fit, what a grate

  film, the end was so sad I was reeching for a box of tishoes . . .’




  The music from upstairs got louder. I wondered whether I should go upstairs and intervene after all. But once again I decided not to. It was time Nella learned to do her homework without my

  supervision, and suffer the consequences at school if she couldn’t discipline herself. Besides, I had work of my own to do.




  I began to feel a bit of a fool for having joined, however briefly, the cyber-community of Gwydion’s half-witted school-girl (and boy) admirers, but instead of closing the page, I found

  myself scrolling up to a heading marked ‘Trivia’, which told me: ‘Trained at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art (RADA)’. At the end of this piece of information was a link

  marked ‘MORE’.




  I was about to click on the link when I stopped myself. Although Gwydion had given me permission to google him – in fact almost implied that it was my duty as his new therapist to do so

  – I felt I’d found out quite enough for the time being. He would need to tell me his own story in his own time, in his own words, and it wasn’t fair to him to jump the gun like

  this. Or to me, come to that. It would be easier for me to help him, much easier, if I didn’t arm myself with too many preconceptions about him.




  Just then the door opened and Bob came in. He’s a big, well-built man, and he’s always a presence, a strong presence, when he enters a room. He still had his coat on, a proper

  tailored black topcoat, and there were drops of rain sparkling on the shoulders. His curly hair was slightly dishevelled, his specs pushed up into it, and there was an enthusiastic, boyish smile on

  his face. Whenever he came home he brought with him a scent of cold, fresh air, of unknown, far-off cities, of an exciting, eventful life lived outside the confines of our domestic world that made

  my heart jump. Not this time, though.




  He was carrying a black paper bag with silver edging.




  He walked over to the desk where I was sitting. ‘Here,’ he said.




  I took the bag and peered at the contents. Inside, nestling in a cocoon of white tissue paper, was a potted gardenia.




  ‘Thanks,’ I said. I could smell the scent from the waxy flowers, but I didn’t put my head down to sniff it, as I normally would have done. Instead, I put the bag down on the

  floor beside my feet.




  ‘You’re back then,’ I said.




  When he heard the flat tone in my voice, his face fell.




  ‘Yes. No delays, for once.’




  To cover his disappointment he gazed absent-mindedly over my shoulder at the computer screen. I followed his gaze, wondering how I was going to explain what I was doing. But when I looked back

  at the screen, I saw that Gwydion’s website page had vanished. There was nothing to see except the screensaver, a holiday snap of the family in wetsuits, standing in descending order of

  height like a ridiculous row of penguins, somewhere on a windy beach in west Wales.
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  Jean, my first client of the day, was being boring. Very boring. It was a trick she pulled from time to time, especially when we’d been getting somewhere in the previous

  session. She would arrive and, after the most cursory greeting, begin to discuss some minor domestic problem in detail: a blocked drain, a bath plug that didn’t fit, an odd noise coming out

  of the Hoover. Today, it was a faulty curtain rail.




  ‘You see, you can’t just mend the broken bit.’ She sighed in exasperation. ‘You’d have to find someone to make a completely new one. It’d cost a fortune . .

  .’




  I nodded, but not, I hoped, in an encouraging way. I’d had enough of the curtain rail. We’d spent the best part of the session on it.




  ‘And then there’s the fitting, of course . . .’




  I thought back to the paper I’d read on Complicated Grief. Complicated Grief is when, after more than a year, a person continues to behave as if their loss had only just occurred.

  I’d been reading it in the hope that I could somehow help Jean move on, but it didn’t seem to be much use.




  ‘I’ve no idea where I’ll be able to find a man to fit it . . .’




  My thoughts began to wander. A picture of Gwydion drifted into my mind. He was sitting on a horse, dressed in nothing but a skimpy loincloth, with a quiver of arrows strapped to his back. He was

  gazing into the distance, his tanned body slick with sweat. There was a smear of earth across his shoulder, as if he’d recently been tumbling in the dirt . . .




  ‘I’ve looked in the Yellow Pages, but . . .’




  He turned his head, his green eyes narrowing when he saw me . . .




  ‘I can’t find the right sort of person. Should it be a draper? A carpenter? . . .’




  He pulled the horse round, and slowly rode towards me. I watched his muscles move under his skin as he came closer, until, finally, he bent down, reached out his hand, and . . .




  ‘You’re not listening, are you?’




  Jean stopped talking.




  It took me a moment to realize I’d been miles away.




  ‘Of course I am.’




  I was appalled at myself. What on earth was the matter with me, daydreaming – well, no, fantasizing – in the middle of a session? Obviously, Bob’s fling had disturbed me at a

  deeper level than I’d hitherto been conscious of. I’d really have to stop this nonsense and get a grip, I told myself, especially as Gwydion – the real Gwydion, that is –

  had decided to start therapy with me, and was going to be coming in directly after Jean’s session.




  Jean sniffed. ‘I suppose I must be very boring.’




  There was a silence.




  ‘No.’ I chose my words with care. ‘But perhaps it would help if you could talk more directly about your feelings.’




  ‘That’s what I’ve been trying to do.’ She spoke with real anger in her voice.




  Jean had a point. If I’d been concentrating I’d have realized she was expressing her difficulty in remaking her life after her husband’s death (‘you can’t just mend

  the broken bit’); her anger at her straitened economic circumstances (‘it’ll cost a fortune’); her fear that she would never find a new partner (‘a man to fit’);

  and, underlying it all, her despair at being suddenly widowed at the age of sixty-five. It was my job to crack her codes, help move her on to the real issue at hand, and I hadn’t been doing

  it.




  She was in a huff now. She began to pick at the bobbled fabric of her zip-up top. It was navy-blue polyester, and she was wearing matching navy-blue trousers. The type they call

  ‘slacks’ in those catalogues full of smiling, healthy-looking elderly people with dull clothes on. Except that Jean wasn’t smiling or healthy-looking. Her skin was blotchy and

  lined, and her hair was dirty, thin, and badly dyed.




  ‘Well, as it happens, I’m really upset today. Not that you’d care . . .’




  My ears pricked up. Now we were getting somewhere.




  ‘Upset?’




  ‘Yes. And tired. I couldn’t sleep last night.’




  ‘Couldn’t sleep?’




  ‘Do stop repeating everything I say,’ she snapped. There was a pause. ‘The thing was, I dreamed I saw Derek.’




  This time I kept quiet. Derek was her late husband.




  ‘He looked awful,’ she went on. Her voice began to tremble. ‘So thin. Like he was when . . .’ She broke off and began to sob.




  There was a box of tissues on the coffee table between us. I leaned forward and pushed it in her direction. She took a tissue, wiped her eyes, and went on.




  ‘He was begging me not to forget him.’




  I glanced at the clock. Sure enough, our fifty minutes were up. In fact, we were slightly over time.




  Damn, I thought. She’s done it again. Jean had a habit of bringing up important material just as the session was coming to a close. Although the clock was in full view, she seemed entirely

  unaware of her pattern of behaviour.




  I waited as she blew her nose, tucked the tissue into her sleeve, and settled back into her chair. She was about to continue when I interrupted her.




  ‘I’m sorry, Jean.’ I spoke softly. I tried to make my voice as kind and sympathetic as I could. ‘We’ll have to stop there for today, I’m afraid. Our time is

  up.’




  I’d hoped to take a break before my new client, Gwydion Morgan, arrived. I like to have a few minutes to myself between sessions to jot down notes, check my messages, go

  over my schedule, nip to the loo, perhaps make myself a cup of tea if I get time. Eat a cachou. Smoke a cheroot. Drink a highball. Well, no, of course I don’t smoke cheroots and drink

  highballs, in fact, I’m not altogether sure what a highball is, but, metaphorically speaking, that’s what I like to do between sessions. Sit and stare into space and ponder for a while.

  Watch the shadows of the trees play on the ceiling. But on this occasion, I didn’t get the chance. Because by the time Jean had composed herself and I’d escorted her out, Gwydion was

  sitting outside in the waiting room. She was late, and he was early.




  It was the kind of situation I prefer to avoid. I don’t like my clients meeting each other. They get jealous, and nosy, and start asking questions. The idea that I have other people to

  attend to never seems to occur to them until they actually bump into one another and have to face that reality. And when they do, they tend to take it out on me, one way or another. Of course

  it’s all grist to the therapeutic mill, and shows me how clients deal with competition – sibling rivalry and all that – but, on balance, it gets in the way, and always makes me

  feel a little uncomfortable.




  When Jean saw Gwydion she turned to me with a hurt, accusing look, before saying goodbye in a somewhat huffy manner; while Gwydion, for his part, gave me a sympathetic grin, as though to

  commiserate with me for having to deal with such a dreary-looking woman. To mollify Jean somewhat, and put Gwydion in his place, I touched Jean’s shoulder solicitously as I said goodbye to

  her, then glanced at Gwydion and politely asked if he would mind waiting until the time scheduled for his appointment before coming in.




  Back in my consulting room, I picked up my bag, scrabbled through the contents, and brought out a lipsalve and a hairbrush. I couldn’t find my powder compact, so I applied both without

  using a mirror. Then I walked over to my chair, sat down, and looked up at the white-on-white relief on the wall, determined to meet him with the composure he would expect from me.




  The circle was sitting, as ever, in its rightful place among the squares. But as I gazed at it, I began to notice that it was throbbing very slightly. The movement was almost imperceptible, but

  it was there. I’d never seen it before. The circle had always rested quietly in the middle, its serene stillness emanating into the squares around it. I told myself it was merely a trick of

  the light, but even so, it unnerved me. And then I began to feel an intense heat rising up from my chest into my neck, onto my face and along my arms.




  Just then there was a knock at the door.




  ‘Come in.’




  The door opened and Gwydion walked in. This time he was wearing jeans and a leather jacket. Underneath it, I noticed, was a white T-shirt like the one I’d seen him wear for his publicity

  shot.




  I gestured towards the empty chair opposite me. ‘Do take a seat.’




  He walked over to the chair and sat down. As he did, I couldn’t help but see the curve of his chest underneath the jacket, outlined by the T-shirt. I looked away.




  ‘Thank you.’ He settled himself in the chair. There was a pause, and then he said, ‘I’m not sure where to start.’




  ‘Wherever you like.’ I tried to keep my tone neutral.




  He didn’t reply. Instead, he looked at me searchingly, trying to meet my gaze. I looked back as steadily as I could.




  He sighed and ran a hand through his hair. ‘Wherever I like . . .’ He knitted his brow. For a moment he seemed to have forgotten me. ‘Let’s see . . .’




  There was a silence.




  ‘Well, I’ll begin with something that’s been bothering me. Something apart from the buttons. It’s a dream I’ve been having – sometimes as often as twice a

  week.’




  This was turning out to be a good day for dreams, I thought. And at least this one had been brought up at the beginning of the session, not the end.




  ‘More of a nightmare, really,’ he went on. ‘I don’t know what it relates to, but it scares me.’ He stopped speaking, and started to chew his lip.




  ‘Well.’ I began to relax. Gwydion seemed to be the kind of client who could get straight to the point, instead of having to be coaxed to focus on the real issues at hand. And now

  that we were getting down to work, my silly fantasies about him seemed to have receded. ‘Maybe you could start by telling me what happens in the dream.’




  ‘Yes, of course.’ He sat back in his chair, half closing his eyes and lowering his voice to a whisper. ‘I’m a child. I don’t know how old.’ He paused.

  ‘But I’m small. And the place I’m in is dark. Pitch-black.’




  His eyes were completely closed now, and there was an expression of deep concentration on his face. I was surprised at how quickly he’d responded to my suggestion, but I put it down to his

  training as an actor.




  ‘I’m locked in a box. Someone has shut me in here. I can’t see, and I can’t breathe. I’m running out of air . . .’




  Although he was deeply serious, and I didn’t doubt his sincerity, there was also something a little theatrical in his manner. I couldn’t help thinking that he’d begun to sound

  like someone from a book you’d find in the ‘Painful Lives’ section of Waterstones – Daddy, Don’t Do That Again, perhaps. But then I glanced down and saw him

  scratching at the fabric on his sleeve, picking at it, twisting it in an ungainly fashion, just as Jean had done earlier, and I sensed that this was no performance.




  ‘I want to shout for help,’ he went on, ‘but I know I mustn’t. I have to be quiet. So I begin to count to myself in the dark. One, two, three, four . . .’




  Gwydion came to a stop. He opened his eyes and looked at me. Then he closed them again.




  ‘Five, six, seven . . . I keep counting, until I reach ten.’ He breathed in sharply. He opened his eyes again. ‘And that’s when I wake up.’




  He passed a hand over his face, resting his palm for a moment over his eyes. Once again it was a slightly melodramatic gesture, but I thought I saw something genuine in it, something that

  I’d seen before with troubled clients. It’s a particular kind of body language that speaks of exhaustion and defeat, of witnessing unresolved conflict on a daily basis. Conflict that

  you can’t control, that makes your life a misery. It’s the opposite of trying to create drama out of nothing. It’s a kind of resigned stoicism. When you see it in young children

  it can be heartbreaking.




  Gwydion was looking at me expectantly. Having told me his dream, he evidently thought I was about to give him chapter and verse on the meaning of it, like some kind of shaman. I suppose he

  wasn’t far wrong. We psychotherapists are shamans of a sort. After all, Freud’s first major work was a book on the interpretation of dreams. And if that’s not shamanic, I

  don’t know what is.
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