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I shut my eyes and all the world drops dead;

I lift my lids and all is born again.

(I think I made you up inside my head.)

— Sylvia Plath

Reality is that which, when you stop believing in it, doesn’t go away.

— Philip K. Dick






This is the place, and I have work to do.

I realise, on some level, where I am. A psychiatric ward. An asylum. A place for the mentally ill. This is my work and this is my service, to heal everyone here. I walk through the corridor and see a woman with her lips sewn shut. I will be a beacon of Light and the Light emanating from me will heal everyone in this place.

My mother is here. My mother a librarian. My mother an owl. My mother is walking beside me, and she is smiling. She is carrying bags filled with papers. The official record. The library of my life. My mother can contain the past, can be an anchor. She looks so delighted in this moment, so pleased with her role.

I go into a bathroom and take off all my clothes. I will be as naked as the day I was born. As naked as Eve. I want to take a bath, but the taps in the tub will not turn on. I want another baptism. I want water. I want to be my mermaid self.

Hey! There’s a dolphin in the house! he had declared when I laughed my squeaking squawking laugh. And I knew, in that moment, I was entirely for him and always had been.

I come out of the bathroom naked. My mother is there. I walk through the corridor in front of people, and it is dark night outside, but I am glowing and golden. My body is a splendid thing. I am shining so brightly I can hardly see. My bare feet on the linoleum floor. The air feels like it is humming. I am making this place glow.

I go through a door. I go into a room at the end of the corridor.

And everything cuts to black.

In the black, in the darkness, my body is manipulated by him.

My spine bends backwards. My whole body curves into a wheel. My hands touch the floor and a moment later my feet leave the ground and flip up and over my head. I am as fluid as a snake.

I am a killer. I am his servant, his acolyte. I am trained, the perfect weapon. He could instruct me to murder and I would do it without a second thought.

I would die for him. I would kill for him. Because he is all and everything there is.

Because he has taken over my mind. Because I have his voice inside my head and his heart inside my heart. Because he walked into a room like I had never seen anyone walk into a room. And there is one kernel of reality left – he sat me down in a chair and he told me, in no uncertain terms, that magic is real.

Magic is real.

Three words that bound me to him. To his world of make-believe.

When I didn’t know my own name. When I didn’t know the difference between up or down. When the earth was quaking beneath me.

Magic is real.




Part One




Detroit

The scent of smoke from prop cigarettes hung in the air – a mixture of marshmallow root and rose petals. Everything fake was sweet, it seemed. Syrupy blood on the side of my face, sticky like the hot night air. My purple paisley dress was soaked in sweat, but there was a rack of identical dresses on the costume truck, like a cartoon character’s wardrobe. I was part of a team, working together to create an illusion, and recreate a truth. We were shooting Detroit, a film about the Detroit Uprising, the most violent of the urban riots that took place in the United States in the year 1967. The film depicted a night at the Algiers Motel, where three young Black men were murdered by the police.

One night in July during the Uprising, a teenager named Carl Cooper fired blanks from a starter pistol into the air in one of the rooms of this Detroit motel. In response to the sound, the building was stormed by a riot task force consisting of the Detroit Police Department, the Michigan State Police and the National Guard. For the rest of that long and brutal night, twelve guests from the motel – ten Black men and two white women – were subjected to cruel and violent interrogation by the police. Three of the men – Carl Cooper, Aubrey Pollard and Fred Temple – lost their lives. The police officers responsible for their deaths were later put on trial and an all-white jury found them not guilty. Forty-nine years later, in 2016, the contemporary relevance of this story felt sickeningly clear.

In the film, I played one of the two white women who had been at the motel that night. I had been working as an actor for ten years at this point, but Detroit felt bigger than any previous project. This was in part because of our director – Kathryn Bigelow. Before I had been cast, the idea of working with an Academy Award-winning director like Kathryn would have been beyond my wildest dreams. And now, here I was, on set with her every day.

We were shooting in Boston, Massachusetts, where the summers are humid and hot. In between takes I would snack on tropical fruit, the sweet flesh of a pineapple or mango chunk the only thing I had an appetite for. I often skipped the actual meals on set or simply picked at some salad. I was losing weight from my already lean frame, a fact that secretly thrilled me.

I had never felt happier in my body. I felt strong and lithe and energised. Before every take, I would drop to the floor and do as many press-ups as I could as quickly as possible, working up my heart rate for the intensity of our scenes. I could do as many as the boys in the cast. We were actors, our bodies were our instruments, and they were shiny, gleaming things.

My character’s name was Julie. She was an eighteen-year-old girl from Cleveland, Ohio, who was a huge fan of Motown music and had been visiting Detroit in the summer of 1967, staying at the Algiers. On the night of the murders, Julie was one of the twelve guests interrogated and abused. She was struck in the head by a police officer’s gun and was sexually assaulted, her dress ripped from her body.

The character was based on a real woman, who was on set every day. She was in her late sixties and was kind, funny and clever. We smoked cigarettes together as she told me stories from the sets of Dawson’s Creek and One Tree Hill, which she had worked on as a hairdresser. I was amazed to be able to have a direct connection with this real person I was playing. It felt important every day to speak with her, connect with her, touch her, hug her. I felt that the stronger my bond with her, the more her essence would seep into my being. It was a privilege and a responsibility and a luxury and a challenge.

I had played a real person once before: Sylvia Ageloff, Trotsky’s secretary. The movie was called The Chosen; it was about Trotsky’s assassination. Sylvia was engaged to the man who would turn out to kill Trotsky. She had passed away long before we shot our film in Mexico City in 2015, and there was very little record of her. I did not feel obligated to do any sort of imitation, nor could I have, as there was no evidence of her mannerisms or what her voice sounded like. It was not like getting cast as Tony Blair or Marilyn Monroe. And yet, I still felt a weight of responsibility portraying Sylvia, something I had not quite experienced in my years playing fictional characters. It was a desire to do something really authentic, something that connected with the truth of a person who had lived and breathed and walked the earth. I spoke to an acting coach about my anxieties, and he introduced me to the idea of opening yourself up as much as possible to let something ‘come through you’. He described this way of working as ‘almost shamanic’, and this, I realised, was what I wanted creatively – to connect with something outside myself. This significantly altered my process as an actor, in ways I felt were wholly and utterly good.

In my Mexico City hotel room, I had drunk double espressos to stay up all night in preparation for the film’s most intense scenes, wanting to be as raw and vulnerable as possible, edgy and thin-skinned. On set, in this altered and slightly deranged state, I could feel myself channelling things that felt distinctly other. Tears would fall unbidden and unforced. I was not having ideas or making choices; I was a vessel for history, for the spirit of Sylvia, for the untold trauma she had experienced in her fiancé’s profound betrayal. Rage and devastation would course through me, and that rage and devastation felt utterly real. It was exactly what I had hoped for, and I believed it was some of the best work I had ever done. Was it shamanism? I didn’t really know, though I had liked the use of the word when my coach applied it to acting. I mainly knew of shamanism, and shamans, through friends in the habit of taking the psychedelic drug ayahuasca, something I had personally always been too scared to try.

With Detroit, with Julie, I wanted to experience the same process, to apply the same kind of magic, to feel as open as I could. But I was also entering new territory. I was playing a real person who I was getting to meet, getting to know, and who was watching my performance, not only the finished product but every single take I did. The weight of my responsibility to her felt difficult to ignore.

One day, we shot one of my biggest scenes, a two-hander between me and Ben O’Toole, playing one of the police officers. In the scene he slapped my face multiple times, while I spat back defiantly that my uncle was head of the Cleveland Fire Department. Later, when I saw Julie outside for a cigarette, she told me, ‘You really got me.’

Such direct praise from her gave me chills.

Making the movie was a beautiful experience, but the material we were working on was serious – violent and dark. I was no stranger to dark content in my acting career. It seemed, for the most part, to be my bread and butter. My first professional role had been the anorexic Cassie in the teen drama Skins, and I was currently best known as Gilly in Game of Thrones, a young woman who had had her father’s baby. In the decade I had been working professionally as an actor I had depicted three suicide attempts on-screen – the first, in Skins, was an overdose, which required me to swallow over a hundred Tic Tacs, later vomiting up a sweet minty liquid in my trailer; the second saw me dragged from a blood-filled bathtub with slit wrists in an ITV drama; the third had me hanging from a tree in a Danish independent film, for which I wore a harness that caused excruciating pain and left angry red welts under my armpits. I was used to crying in scenes – though I still didn’t feel I was very good at it. But I knew how to access pain, how to explore and, perhaps, exploit my own traumas on-screen and on-stage. I liked roles that were tough to play, both physically and emotionally. I liked enduring for my art.

Detroit certainly required endurance. The days on set were gruelling. I say days – but we were almost exclusively shooting at night. In scenes I was grabbed and manhandled and thrown up against walls, and after a week or so my arms were covered in a tapestry of blue and purple bruises.

I refused to acknowledge these bruises as anything other than a privilege. I was determined not to be precious and ‘actress-y’ about it. Particularly when I was getting paid to play pretend under the supervision of an excellent stunt team, in the same room as a woman who had experienced the events we were depicting as one of the most traumatic nights of her life. I was determined to be grateful for the incredible opportunity. And I was. I was absolutely happy about everything. I was having the most wonderful time.

Until we shot the scene in which my dress was ripped from my body. This was one of the biggest moments for my character, and was a moment Kathryn had made me aware of during the audition process, apologising for the fact the role required some nudity, but saying it was important to tell the story of this incident of sexual assault that had actually taken place.

It was Ben O’Toole who played the police officer who ripped my dress off. Lovely, Australian Ben. I trusted him. I trusted everyone in the room. That had not always been the case for me on film sets. On the first take I was trying not to anticipate the fact of what Ben would do, though it was difficult not to. He grabbed the front of my dress, a fistful of the fabric, and pulled hard, and my dress was ripped from my body. The front of it came off in Ben’s hand and the back of it fell to the floor. My breasts were exposed to the room, and to the camera. I covered them immediately with my arms.

Then we did it all over again.

And my dress was ripped from my body.

And my dress was ripped from my body.

And my dress was ripped from my body.

It was not real. And yet it was real.

Kathryn asked me between takes if I wanted ‘Tea? Diet Coke? A tropical holiday?’ Everyone was being so kind to me and yet none of that changed the fact of what I felt in my body, which was trauma, and anxiety, and pain.

It was only pretend. It was just my job.

It was not real. And yet it was real.

And it happened repeatedly. Again and again. So many times that I did not keep count of how many times.

And every time my heart was racing. Every time there was pain in my stomach and chest. Nerves on fire. I was trembling with adrenaline. I felt like I had been hit by a car, though I wouldn’t admit that to anyone. It was not real. And I was determined to be ‘fine’.

At the end of the night’s filming, I wiped off my make-up with a hot towel, relieved to have my face my own again. Camille, the head of the hair department, gently brushed out my hair and told me I had done a great job. On the steps of my trailer, I drank a beer and smoked a cigarette, before getting in a car back to the hotel, blasting a few loud songs through my headphones and then crawling, gratefully, into bed.

But then came the dreams. In my sleep I was back inside the scene, and it was awful and cyclical and repetitive and impossible to escape from as I tossed and turned and tried to wake up. I pulled myself from sleep and sat up in the dark of the hotel room to feel a powerful nausea rising through my chest, through my throat, into my mouth. I made it to the bathroom just in time and vomited violently into the toilet bowl.

The next day my body was all aches and pains, my muscles on fire. I got a massage in my hotel room, and when the therapist encouraged me to make noise I started howling. When she left I broke down in tears.

I was not quite well. But I was determined to do something about it. Luckily, I thought, I had already found a solution, already made a plan.

I was going to go and see an energy healer.

Not everyone decides to see an energy healer if they are feeling unwell. Not everyone by any means. And I would not, for a lot of my life, have considered myself one of the people who would. But recently my relationship with spirituality had been changing.

Raised by atheists, I didn’t believe in God as a child, but I did believe in magic – although what child doesn’t believe in magic, at least for a little while? I started reading the Harry Potter series when I was eight years old and later felt genuinely surprised and heartbroken when my eleventh birthday came and went with no letter from Hogwarts School. Watching Buffy the Vampire Slayer in my early teens I became interested in Wicca. Reading Franny and Zooey at fifteen I became obsessed with the Jesus Prayer. Idolising Donna Tartt I wanted to convert to Catholicism. In all these things I saw escape – whether into magical fantasy or religious devotion – escape from the pain of being me. The landscape of my young mind was marked by deep dark moods, terrifying existential angst and torturous self-loathing. I dreamed of being someone else – teenage witch, Catholic convert. I wanted spells and prayers that would fix me and solve all my anguish.

But real religion freaked me out. My first serious boyfriend had been brought up Catholic, sang in the college choir at Oxford University, and still toyed with the possibility of going to confession. Attending a service at Somerville College Chapel to hear him sing made me decidedly uncomfortable. On a minibreak to Bruges we visited the Basilica of the Holy Blood, and I ran from the building when they brought out the vial of Christ’s blood for us to venerate – terrified that, heathen that I was, I would somehow combust in the very presence of it. A theology student friend told me not to worry too much, as the chances of it actually being Christ’s blood were minuscule to none.

A few years later, I made a film called Bridgend that was based loosely on true events – a series of suicides that took place in south Wales. The film was heavy with religious imagery and I decided privately during my preparation for the role that I would imagine my character – the lead, a young teenage girl – was the Second Coming of Christ. To imagine that she was helped me make sense of the dark narrative we were telling. I became obsessed with the Violent Femmes song ‘Jesus Walking on the Water’ and the sentiment of its lyrics – Oh my, oh my, oh my, what if it was true?

Now, at twenty-seven, I defined myself as a militant agnostic. It was a phrase I had come up with myself and one I was proud of. It felt like a way of rebelling against my father’s dogmatic atheism – science is science and facts are facts, there is no God, no life after death, nothing beyond that which we can verify. I was open to all possibilities, but also, in a way, closed to all possibilities, since picking any one to believe in would shut all the others down. The phrase – militant agnostic – felt good in my mouth, and it made me feel clever, but really, all it meant was that I was nothing, and that religion and spirituality were no big feature of my life. My gods and goddesses were secular idols – literary, musical and cinematic deities – a pantheon that included Sylvia Plath, Jim Morrison and Marilyn Monroe.

That had started to change after I was cast in Detroit.

It started with a self-help book, which came with guided meditations. I was struggling with bouts of depression, had been struggling since my teens, though I had not then connected the bleak black moods with that word. But my mental health had long felt precarious. Sometimes I was fine and then, suddenly, I really wasn’t. It could feel at times like my mind had been broken open, the dark creatures inside it all coming out to play. I had been in therapy for a couple of years, but it hadn’t fixed me the way I’d hoped for. I knew the precarious nature of my industry and the frequent periods of unemployment were contributing factors. When I learned I had got the part in Detroit I thought I could put all of that behind me. Cue me falling, only a few days later, into one of the bleakest depressions of my life.

I had struggled before when good things happened to me. I found my successes difficult to trust and was always waiting for the other shoe to drop. I felt a lot of the time that I was beyond fortunate, beyond privileged, and that made me scared. I had been cast in Skins as a teenager, my first professional acting role, a dream beyond dreams that would change the course of my entire life. After many rounds of auditions I got the call from the show’s casting director on – of all days – my seventeenth birthday. I was ecstatic. It was everything I wanted. Nothing better had ever happened to me. But in the weeks before filming commenced I became profoundly paranoid that some disaster would reverse my good fortune. I was convinced, specifically, that I would be hit by a car. I had vivid imaginings of my body broken in a hospital room, unable to play the role that had been so wonderfully given and that I could not help fearing was going to be brutally taken away.

I was offered the part in Detroit on a Thursday and celebrated that weekend with a huge night out, with vodka and whiskey and cocaine. I woke up the next day and it felt like the world had ended. My mouth tasted like tarnished metal, my head was pounding, and I felt so awful, so guilty and so sad.

I felt I had shut off my ability to access my joy at having got the part. Somehow I wasn’t able to be happy about it, which made me convinced I didn’t deserve it – perhaps I didn’t deserve happiness at all – and from that day onwards I just spiralled down and down.

I stayed in bed for days and stopped replying to people’s messages. When my friend Emily called to ask if I was okay, I told her I was feeling so sad, and also so guilty for feeling sad when I had every reason to be happy.

Emily said, ‘Of course you’re allowed to feel sad. Even Kim Kardashian’s allowed to feel sad!’

I said, ‘I don’t know if she is.’

I was desperate for anything that could offer some small chance of feeling less hopeless and lost. This was how I discovered the self-help book The Inner Fix, which argued that twenty-somethings trying to fill an emptiness inside themselves with sex, drugs and booze should look instead to spirituality for fulfilment. It said that if you had an addictive personality it was possible to turn that to your advantage, that instead of being addicted to destructive substances and toxic patterns you could become addicted to things that were good for you, like meditation.

Meditation was something I had previously written off. But I found I liked the guided meditations that came with The Inner Fix. I listened to them in bed, propped up against my pillows. I also started gratitude lists and forgiveness practices and began abstaining from (or at least cutting down on) drugs, alcohol and cigarettes. There were still weeks before I would fly to Boston and start work on Detroit, and my new-found interest in spirituality became my full-time occupation.

There was a list of further reading at the back of the book. I consumed as many titles as I could as quickly as possible. I was almost always to be found in the ‘Personal Growth’ section of bookshops, looking for my next fix. These books were my gateway drugs, the tip of the iceberg of a culture that promises answers and enlightenment. I now find this wellness culture to be ever more prevalent, ever more invasive – books, adverts, articles, posts online. I find it unwilling to examine or critique itself – to consider that it might be causing some of the problems it claims to be able to cure.

But at the time, spirituality did seem unquestionably good for me. And I wanted more and more.

By the time I went to Boston I was meditating twice a day and feeling very open-minded about spirituality in all its forms. So when Aubrey, my personal trainer, suggested an energy healer as a way of dealing with the heaviness of the material I was filming and said it was ‘a bit woo woo’, I wasn’t put off at all. I was eager.

‘That,’ I said, ‘sounds right up my street.’




The Healing

I didn’t know what to expect. I had been told the healer, Grace, was lovely and owned a tiny pet tortoise. We had exchanged emails and agreed a time to meet.

I was meeting Grace at what I believed must be her apartment, in a fairly swanky building in the centre of Boston, and I went up many storeys in the lift. When I reached her door it was already open, and she was standing there with one hand resting on the frame. She had long blonde hair and was wearing a long dress. She was smiling serenely. I was feeling a little nervous about this whole endeavour, but Grace greeted me with a warm hug and calmly ushered me inside.

I took in the space, which was decorated minimally and monochromatically. White walls, a black leather sofa, a grey sideboard. Grace told me she had recently moved in, gesturing towards a couple of cardboard boxes stacked neatly in a corner. Soft music was playing, a gentle, undulating sound. I spotted the tiny tortoise, in a glass tank. He was the size of a small coin, moving ever so slowly across the pebbles of his little home on his little feet. I was immediately charmed.

Grace asked me if I needed to use the bathroom. She handed me a glass of water and some forms to fill in. I supplied basic information – name, phone number, date of birth, a little medical history – and scribbled a few sentences about why I was here.

Then we began to talk. Grace asked if I knew anything about what she did. When I told her I didn’t, she said she could tell me a bit about her work, or I could tell her about what I was looking for and why I was here. I said, ‘Okay, why don’t you tell me about what you do first?’

She paused. ‘I’m just wondering if I actually want to do that first.’ It was a strange moment. A moment that made no sense to me at the time and possibly even put me a little on edge. But I decided to move past it. As I would decide to move past or gloss over or ignore so many little things.

I started by explaining why I was in Boston, about the movie, about Aubrey’s suggestion that I needed something to help me deal with the dark content of the film. Aubrey had noticed I had been losing weight and seen my arms covered in bruises. I’d tried to brush off her concern by saying, ‘Yeah, but it’s just acting,’ to which she’d replied, quite seriously, ‘Yes, but your body doesn’t know the difference.’

Grace sat, listened, nodded, and I continued. The idea of opening up to a stranger did not feel particularly challenging, since I had been in therapy for the last three years, working with two different psychoanalysts back in London. I had started seeing the first therapist in the midst of a toxic, emotionally abusive relationship I thought I was desperate to preserve. The relationship soon broke down under the scrutiny it received in my sessions, and we started to delve instead into my early childhood, which she seemed to want to relate absolutely everything to. When she moved away from London I found a new therapist, a kind Irish woman who I felt I was making progress with. But we had taken a break from our sessions for the summer while I was filming in Boston, and as I was speaking to Grace I started to realise I had missed this kind of confessional conversation. I began to open up more and more.

I spoke about the challenges of my profession, the frustrations of not working, the often-superficial aspects of it. Being an actor had been my dream from the age of eleven, and the fact I had achieved it successfully still made me want to pinch myself, but there were aspects I had not been prepared for as a child, or as a newly professional teenager, aspects that at times I found incredibly hard.

During the audition process, casting directors often asked insulting and intrusive questions after I’d waited for hours for my five-minute chance to perform. I was used to being asked to wear something tight-fitting so they could see the shape of my body, and the frequency of such requests caused me to join a gym and start exercising obsessively. My agent had once said to me before a meeting, ‘Please go in there looking nice. They need to believe Benedict Cumberbatch could actually be attracted to you.’

Then, on set, I encountered cruel and aggressive directors, and arrogant co-stars who came into work without having learned their lines. A lot of my career had felt like a test of physical endurance. I had been freezing cold, filming outside in winter in skimpy costumes. I had on one occasion in a minus-nine-degree New York January actually turned blue, and on a Welsh beach in December in forty-miles-per-hour winds had developed a dangerous fever that suddenly spiked. I was still asked to carry on filming as I cried uncontrollable tears.

None of this had ever felt like anything I could legitimately complain about. I even feel guilty writing about it now. I had been conditioned to be grateful, always. I was working in an industry so many people dreamed of being part of and so few ever managed to break into. I had made a success of it. I was one of the lucky ones.

Except that often, I wasn’t. For every role I had secured I had probably auditioned for a hundred projects unsuccessfully, often not even being informed I wasn’t cast and just having to guess, after a few weeks, that I had failed to get the job. I would be unemployed for months at a time, and during these periods tended to feel listless and unproductive. My friends from university – lawyers and doctors and management consultants – were in the habit of asking me, ‘But what do you actually do during the day?’

There was, of course, the flip side. The profound joy I felt when things were going well. The peaks of the rollercoaster. In Grace’s apartment in Boston, I told her that when my career was at its best, I felt it was what I had been put on this earth to do. Grace said, ‘That’s wonderful. That’s very rare.’ And I realised that it must be.

She sat, and nodded, and listened. She took it all in. She asked a few questions, got more information out of me, encouraged me in this baring of my soul. She asked about good habits and bad habits, about exercise and diet.

I told her I had recently started meditating. I talked about depression, and alcohol and cigarettes and recreational drugs. I talked about previous relationships, unhealthy sexual patterns, my history of infidelities. I talked about how I used to self-harm, to cut my arms and legs with razors. I talked about my difficult relationship with my parents.

Then I told her something I had not told many people at all. Something that had been on my mind a lot, something with which I secretly hoped Grace might be able to help. My mother had had five miscarriages before I was born. I had been obsessed with these ghost siblings from a very young age, and the survivor’s guilt I felt for being born when five before me had all perished in utero.

My secret hope was that Grace might be able to heal this deep pain I had always felt, as long as I could remember. My guilt about being alive, and the feeling of pressure that I needed to live enough for all six of us.

Grace sat, and nodded, and listened. After I finished, she finally spoke.

‘So, there are different things that I offer and there are different things that I could do for you. There’s Reiki, but that’s more like getting a massage, it’ll only make you feel better for a couple of days. Or – I have stuff for people who really want to get in there and sort their shit out. I feel like you’re one of those people.’

I was absolutely one of those people. I had no hesitation in agreeing to that. What had my recent endeavours and investigations into spirituality been about if not sorting my shit out? I felt seen. I felt understood. I felt I had found exactly what I’d been searching for. I already knew that whatever Grace was selling, I was buying.

She explained it would require a session of healing from her, and then there was a class I could take which would give me tools to heal myself. I was already mentally signed up to the whole thing, already enthusiastically committed to this endeavour.

She had presented her wares to me like a drug dealer, offering the good shit if I thought I could handle it. At the time such a comparison was far from my mind. It had not occurred to me how vulnerable I had made myself, entrusting my personal pain and precious secrets to a total stranger. And I had already forgotten how our conversation began, the way Grace had held back, manipulating me into being the one who shared first.

Grace told me the healing would bring ‘Light’ into my body, and this Light would serve to remove anything that wasn’t authentic to my true self, anything that wasn’t really me. She said it would help me live to my fullest potential and would activate my ‘spiritual DNA’.

She said, ‘These tools are thousands of years old and have only recently become available to the general public.’ She looked me right in the eye. ‘They’re ancient and powerful and they work.’

I knew that she meant it. And I believed her.

I asked how long the healing would take, as I was going to a baseball game that evening. She said about an hour. She said it would cost $150, which I paid, using my credit card in one of those little Wi-Fi card machines.

Grace said we would start with a hug, heart to heart. And so we did.

And it began.

I start seated in a chair, my feet planted flat on the floor. I am looking out of the window. Looking out of the window at the city of Boston and feeling like my life is about to change. It isn’t long before I decide to close my eyes.

The only sounds in the room are Grace’s gentle footsteps on the laminated floor and the soft instrumental music playing. I can tell she is close by me, can sense her movements in the air above my head and behind my neck, but she does not touch me directly at any point. Several minutes pass, and the music is lulling me gradually into a state of deep relaxation.

Then Grace speaks, very softly, and asks me to stand.

I stand up and hear her moving the chair out of the way. I can feel my feet rooted to the floor, my body standing tall, my chest open and my arms hanging loosely by my sides. A few more moments pass, and then it happens.

Even after everything that happened since, I still cannot get over, or begin to comprehend, this simple fact:

Grace is not touching me, I have my eyes closed, and my body starts to move.

Perhaps it is more accurate to say my body starts to be moved. By an invisible force. It takes my breath away. I did not expect this, did not expect to be moved by an invisible force. I can feel something. Something unscientific and unverifiable but a real sensation, a physical sensation. I can feel it. It feels like magic. And I think to myself,

Magic is real.

My arms float gently around me. I sway back and forth.

Magic is real.

A random memory emerges in my mind.

I am six years old. My mother and I are visiting a botanical garden. They have something there called ‘The Black Cat Trail’. Pictures of black cats are hidden around the garden, to be found by eager eyes. And I say to my mother, ‘Maybe at the end there’ll be a basket of black cats, and I’ll get to keep one!’ Later, at home, my mother is on the phone to a friend and repeats what I said in what sounds like a mocking tone of voice. I overhear her doing this and think she thinks I am stupid and feel deeply embarrassed and horribly betrayed.

I do not know why I am thinking of this memory, but I know suddenly I am not angry with my mother at all. All is forgiven.

Other people start to come into my mind. People I’ve been angry with or hurt by. My father. Exes and various people I’ve slept with. The children who bullied me at school. Friends I have fallen out with. And all is forgiven. Everything is love.

I start laughing out loud.

Then I start crying. Hot tears rolling down my cheeks.

It is the most beautiful experience of my life.

And magic is real.

I have gone so deeply inside myself by this point, deep into old memories and powerful emotions, that the only physical sensation I am aware of is this magical, tingling feeling of a gentle pressure that sways my arms and torso, like I am a blade of grass being moved by the breeze.

I have gone so deeply inside myself that I almost startle when Grace speaks in a gentle tone, asking me to sit down.

She tells me I need to keep very still for this next part, since if I move she could damage my energy.

It is excruciating, the next part.

I sit with my head tilted slightly forward, while Grace works on the back of my neck and head. I remember her using the word tools, and it feels like she is using a tool on me now. It feels like a thin metal rod is poking into the back of my skull. I feel penetrated by it. It feels hot like fire. I have no doubt this is a positive process, but it is intensely painful. To stay still is the hardest part. I feel this is a test, something I must get through, to purge me of all negativity. I keep telling myself mentally that I can do this, breathing deeply, air hissing through my teeth.

The burning, electric sensation on the back of my head finally stops. My eyes are still closed, but I can tell Grace has stopped using the tool.

I tilt my head from side to side and roll my shoulders, finally able to move and release some of the literal, muscular ache that accompanied my inner psychic pain.

I breathe out a long, slow sigh, releasing the tension I have held throughout this unbelievable purging. As I breathe out I feel I am cleansed, my mind almost empty, and I believe in this moment that nothing bad will ever happen to me again.

I have been through an experience more amazing than I could ever have imagined.

And I know now that magic is real.

Did we finish with a hug as well? I can’t remember. I think we did.

I said to Grace, ‘I always wanted to believe that magic was real. Now I know that it is.’

I didn’t know how to express my gratitude for what I had just been through.

I used the bathroom again. I wondered if I looked different as I looked in the mirror. Did my skin appear clearer or brighter? Was there a greater sense of wisdom in my eyes?

Grace gave me some drops to take – two small bottles of clear liquid, one for the mornings and one for the evenings. As I stared at the blue glass bottles in my hand, I had no idea what they contained. I hoped it was a magic potion, something that would purify me. But I was a tiny bit wary of ingesting some unknown substance, given to me by a woman I had only just met. I imagine the concern registered on my face because Grace stressed how important the drops were: ‘I really recommend you take them. They’ll help with the process a lot, help to clear things out.’

I wonder if Grace actually knew what they contained. I would never find out, even after I had purchased dozens of bottles of them, eager to press them on others as they had been pressed on me. I now believe they were most likely nothing more than water, prettily packaged, harmlessly useless, deceitfully overpriced.

Grace advised me not to drink alcohol at the baseball game that night as I would now have so much Light coming through me.

Then she made a strange request. She asked if she could take a picture of the two of us to commemorate the experience. I was unsure about agreeing to this. I hated having my photograph taken, even though it was a huge part of my job. From the age of seventeen I had been approached in the street by people asking for my autograph and then, as camera phones became more ubiquitous, for selfies. Now, with the gigantic success of Game of Thrones, this was something that happened on an almost daily basis and it was something I couldn’t stand. I had tried saying no, on certain occasions, but that usually created an uncomfortable hostility or a pressurised argument. And so there existed in the world and on the internet hundreds of photos of me smiling reluctantly with eager strangers. Did Grace usually ask for photos with her clients? Or was it because I had told her I was an actor at the beginning of our session? I wondered if she even knew exactly who I was.

But I agreed, despite my reservations. I decided to trust her. She had just given me something so good, so magical, an experience unlike anything I had ever known. In the photo – a selfie, with Grace holding the camera – we were both smiling happily. I was wearing a black sweatshirt covered in golden stars, and Grace was in a sleeveless floral dress with a white bra strap showing, her long blonde hair cascading over her shoulders.

She told me the class I needed to take was coming up soon in Boston, but when she gave me the date I realised I would already be back in London. Unfazed by this, Grace told me I could take it there – that London was ‘a hub’ for this kind of activity. She said she would email me contact details for the woman who organised the London class. I was pleased to know I could continue this bold new exploration of the magical back home.

I took the lift back downstairs. There were men in there, and I felt excited to be in proximity to other human beings, like I might be able to transform them as I passed, even if ever so slightly, feeling so transformed as I did myself.

I bought a charcoal lemonade to drink on the way home, opening it in the street outside the juice shop and thirstily downing a third of the bottle of tart inky liquid. I felt I had made the perfect choice in doing so. The sun was shining, and I had a feeling I would now always and only make perfect choices. I imagined I wasn’t going to smoke any more.

I arrived back at my hotel, laid down on the bed, and realised I was not going to make it to the baseball game. I had just enough energy to text my friends and cancel before I fell asleep. For fourteen hours.

The next day, I felt I was over-analysing every moment. I had been through such a transformative, magical experience and I didn’t understand how the world around me still looked the same, how normality could still be present.

Perhaps I had expected everything to sparkle, for the sky to turn a different colour, for unicorns to start parading down the streets. I went to buy an açai bowl for breakfast. It was my usual routine, but I felt so profoundly altered in myself that I wanted to tell everyone about it – the baristas who served me coffee, the staff at the hotel and at the laundrette I used that day. I knew that would be unhinged behaviour. I also knew I didn’t have the words.

Grace texted to ask how I was feeling. I told her how exhausted I had been the night before, and how I felt myself over-analysing the world around me. She texted back: That sounds like energy healing! with a bunch of emojis – sparkles and hearts. She told me not to worry and that everything I was feeling was okay.

Over the following week, a few things happened that felt significant.

One of these was that I got very drunk and had sex.

A few days after my healing session, I went out for dinner with two of my fellow actors from Detroit. We drank red wine and talked about our parents and how we got into acting. The evening felt like an indulgent treat. We went back to the hotel lobby and played songs to each other on our phones and drank more wine. Then we decided to go and meet some of the rest of the cast at a nightclub.

When we arrived at the club, shots were poured. I estimated the next day I probably had about nine vodkas, on top of all the wine I drank at dinner. Things started to blur. I saw a man who I thought looked a lot like Kurt Cobain standing in the corner of the club. When I was a teenage girl I thought I was in love with Kurt Cobain, so much so that I refused to read his diaries when they were published because I felt he wouldn’t want me to, and I believed he might be able to appreciate my respect for his privacy from somewhere beyond the grave.

That night, I wanted to have sex with this blonde man in a flannel shirt. I was incredibly drunk, and incredibly confident that what I wanted was going to happen.

I went over to the man and started talking to him. I don’t remember what I said. I don’t remember much – not even his name – but I do remember that within what felt like seconds we were making out, then I was dragging him into the toilets of the club where we fucked in one of the cubicles. There was no light, and all I can remember is a black box of sound and sensation. Loud moans, hands on bodies, getting cold damp knees from what I hoped was water on the cubicle floor.

The following morning I woke up with a jolt. I was relieved I was in my hotel room, and there was no one else there, but I was alarmed by what had happened last night – that I got so drunk, that I fucked someone, that the night took such an extreme turn from lovely dinner with friends to anonymous sex in a toilet. It was a shock, a surprise.

I lay in my hotel bed, terribly hungover, my mouth dry and my face and body burning. My overall physical sensation was one of having been poisoned. But emotionally I felt different than I might have expected. I felt a lot less vulnerable and a lot less empty than I sometimes did after sex. I also thought about how I had had a desire – to fuck that Kurt Cobain lookalike – and then it happened right away. My will became immediate reality. Did this have something to do with the energy healing?

Despite my hangover I still meditated and went to see Aubrey – the personal trainer who had connected me with Grace. At the time, I thought if I stopped exercising intensely my body would become unviable and both my career and my sex life would completely fall apart, so I had asked my trainer back in London to help me find someone in Boston. Aubrey was blonde and perky and in incredible shape. She was always gentle with me rather than pushy, and her concern for my well-being had been clear from the get-go.

At our session, we talked a little about my experience with Grace. I felt overwhelmingly grateful to Aubrey, and felt she was someone I could talk about the healing with more candidly. We both agreed Grace was amazing, and that receiving healing from her was intense. I wanted to say more, wanted to ask if Aubrey had also experienced what I had – the invisible force and the hysterical laughter and the beautiful tears. I wanted to ask if she was in on the secret – that magic was so much more than a fiction, a fantasy, a childish make-believe. But I didn’t. I think I was scared of how I would feel if her answer was no.

I would later discover that Aubrey had no idea what she had introduced me to. Her own experiences with Grace had been Reiki, not the serious, sort-your-shit-out path I had been persuaded to try. Aubrey had a vague sense that Grace was involved in something bigger, and that that something was something quite strange. But she had not thought much about this, had not investigated or questioned. Grace, like Aubrey, appeared to exist under the umbrella of ‘wellness’, and so the trainer was more than happy to send her clients in the healer’s direction. What harm could there be? Aubrey was innocent, but she was also irresponsible, and her attitude was an all-too-prevalent symptom of a culture and an industry that sold promises of health and happiness wholesale.

An industry full of solutions, in eager need of a steady supply of people with problems. I had always been one of those people – never happy, always striving for perfection, always desperate to be fixed. And what had started as pursuit of the perfect body had now become pursuit of the perfect soul.

That week I also did my final days of work on the film.

The last scene I was in depicted the trial of the police officers who committed the atrocities at the Algiers Motel. As sometimes happens on film sets, the day got behind schedule and the order of the scenes we were filming kept getting switched around. I spent a long time waiting to get onto the actual set and do my job, sat for hours in a room at the courthouse we were filming in, a room that other actors and crew members were constantly coming in and out of.

I was totally fine with waiting. I was so blissed out, so Zen. The trauma of the dress-ripping scene had left my mind and body entirely, yet another sign the energy healing had worked. And sitting in that room felt enjoyable, even fascinating, as I had lots of interesting conversations with members of the cast and crew.

Eventually I was called up to shoot my scene, right near the end of the day. It was a little scene for me – I had one line, maybe two. I didn’t think all that much about how to play it. Doing it felt easy, unforced, straightforward, simple. But afterwards I got a lot of compliments from my fellow cast. I felt this was undoubtedly because of the energy healing. I felt it had given me superpowers. I was suddenly better at acting than ever, and effortlessly so.

When the scene was complete, I was wrapped on Detroit. They tend to make a thing of this on film and TV projects – when an actor shoots their final scene it is ‘a wrap’ on them, and all the crew and the rest of the cast will give them a round of applause. It is a lovely thing, making the actor in question feel special and celebrating the work they’ve done. It can often be very emotional too, as the process of wrapping a project – if it is one you have enjoyed – can be bittersweet, a strange mixture of accomplishment, relief and sadness.

On Detroit my wrap moment felt particularly magical. The courtroom scene was packed to the gills with extras, as well as many of the cast members I had got to know and befriend, and a large crew consisting of hugely talented people, experts in their fields. So when Simon, our assistant director, announced – ‘That’s a wrap on Hannah!’ – the round of applause I received was thunderous. I beamed and looked around the room, trying to take it in and savour the moment, before covering my face with my hands, feeling shy and embarrassed and utterly delighted. And I felt very special. I felt very special indeed.

It was the feeling of being special that made acting so addictive, that could make all the struggles and challenges and toxicity feel worth it. After months of rejection you could get a call – ‘You got the part!’ – that could transform everything, and you would know they had chosen you – YOU – out of dozens, hundreds, even thousands of hopefuls. My first taste of that as a teenager had got me desperately hooked. I wanted to be special. I wanted to be chosen. I never wanted to feel ordinary again.

I went around exchanging hugs and saying thank-yous to my favourite people on the set. I felt so much love for them, for the experience of making this movie, so much love I felt my heart might burst. I had been handing out cards to people throughout the day, with carefully composed messages inside – a mixture of inside jokes and heartfelt sentiments of what working with them had meant to me. I had brought armfuls of sunflowers to set as gifts for members of the crew.

Julie – the real Julie – came up to me. She hugged me. And then she broke down in tears. She cried in my arms and I found myself crying too. I realised in that moment that I had completely underestimated how hard this process must have been for her, how surreal and upsetting to watch her trauma re-enacted for the film. Until now I had thought she seemed so casual, so relaxed about it all. I had even thought she seemed to be enjoying the experience, but this moment of catharsis between us made me realise how naive I was.

I went over to hug Kathryn and say goodbye, Kathryn to whom I was the most grateful, and didn’t have the words to express how much. She had cast me, she had chosen me, had elevated my career and lifted me up into a glittering, sparkling world. Also, though she did not know it, she had brought me, indirectly, into the magical world. Because if I had not been in Boston, I would not have met Grace. And if I had not met Grace, I would not have discovered magic. Real magic. I would not have been altered in ways I already felt were going to be life-changing. And I would not have been heading in the direction that I was.
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