
[image: cover]


Contents

About the Book

About the Author

Also by Alastair Campbell

Title Page

Dedication

Friday

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Saturday

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Sunday

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Monday

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

The Aftermath

The Funeral

Copyright


About the Book

Martin Sturrock desperately needs a psychiatrist. The problem? He is one.

Emily is a traumatised burns victim, Arta a Kosovan refugee recovering from a rape. David Temple is a longterm depressive, while the Rt Hon Ralph Hall MP lives in terror of his drink problem being exposed. Very different Londoners, but they share one thing: every week they spend an hour at the Prince Regent hospital, revealing the secrets of their psyche to Professor Martin Sturrock. Little do they know that Sturrock’s own mind is not the reassuring place they believe it to be.

Set over a life-changing weekend, Alastair Campbell’s astonishing first novel delves deep into the human mind to create a gripping portrait of the strange dependency between patient and doctor. Both a comedy and tragedy of ordinary lives, it is rich in compassion for those whose days are spent on the edge of the abyss.


About the Author

Alastair Campbell was born in Keighley, Yorkshire in 1957, the son of a vet. Having graduated from Cambridge University in modern languages, he went into journalism, principally with the Mirror Group. When Tony Blair became leader of the Labour Party, Campbell worked for him first as press secretary, then as official spokesman and director of communications and strategy from 1994 to 2003. He continued to act as an advisor to Mr Blair and the Labour Party, including during the 2005 election campaign. Since then, he has been engaged mainly in writing, public speaking and working for Leukaemia Research, where he is chairman of fundraising. The Blair Years, extracts from his diaries, was a Number One bestseller. All in the Mind is his first novel.
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To

two parents, one partner, three children

and

one (single-handed) GP and two psychiatrists. They know who

they are. I know what they did, and am grateful.
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Professor Martin Sturrock was feeling stressed enough already, even before the phone call from Simon telling him Aunt Jessica had died. Now, as he sat in his office waiting for his first patient of the day to arrive, he felt a rising sense of panic mixing in with the usual Friday tiredness. He tried to quantify the panic. Was it manageable, or did it herald a plunge? Would it fade as the day passed, or was he facing a weekend of angst and insomnia? He thought it was manageable. Just about.

Friday was usually Professor Sturrock’s best day of the week because it was the day he saw David Temple, his favourite patient. But he could not recall a Friday that had started as badly as this one. He had woken up feeling low, a mood not helped when he glimpsed through a gap in the bedroom curtains a grey sky carrying a hint of rain.

Breakfast had been another silent stand-off with his wife Stella, who seemed to find something to be angry or sullen about most mornings, and today chose the fact he had opened a fresh carton of milk ahead of two cartons which had been in the fridge for three days already.

‘I don’t understand why you can’t look at the date on the side,’ she’d said on realising his error. ‘You’re supposed to be the one who likes everything ordered.’

‘Sorry,’ he replied mechanically, stuffing the carton back into the fridge.

On a good day, if his mood was up and the sun was shining through the kitchen windows, the pouring of fresh milk on to organic cereal could carry with it a sense of hope, vitality and energy for the day to come, whatever challenges it might hold. On a bad day, milk had all the emotional qualities of slurry, especially when his wife was making an issue of it.

He’d had a slight knot in his stomach ever since he woke up, and food was not going down well. The cereal lacked its normal taste and texture, and his coffee tasted burnt and bitter. But with the number of patients he was seeing today, he knew he had to eat. He thought about slicing a couple of bananas into the mix, as they were easily eaten and digested, and a good energy hit. He glanced over to the fruit bowl, sitting on the counter a yard or so from where Stella was rearranging the contents of a cupboard, noisily, for reasons known only to her.

There were plenty of apples, both green and red. There were at least four oranges, maybe more hidden below those he could see. There were a few plums which looked as if they were beginning to go off, and a small bunch of grapes which already had. There were only two bananas, lying on top of the apples, joined together, with the attached ends hanging over the edge of the bowl. But he felt the risk was too great. He might peel them, slice them, start to eat them, and only then would Stella turn from her cupboard rearranging and say, ‘I was planning to have those for breakfast myself.’ So he carried on chewing, telling himself he could buy a couple of bananas from the fruit and veg stall at Brook Green tube station, and eat them when he reached the hospital.

It was while Sturrock was taking his cereal bowl to the sink that the phone rang.

He thought about just allowing it to ring away in the hallway, leaving for the tube and letting Stella decide whether to answer it or not, but the milk-carton incident had left him feeling defensive. He went to pick it up.

Simon and he rarely spoke these days, so the second he heard his cousin say, ‘Hello, Martin, it’s Simon,’ he knew what had happened.

‘Hello, Martin, it’s Simon. I’m afraid I have some bad news.’

‘Oh dear,’ said Sturrock, the formulaic tones of death already taking over the conversation.

‘Yes, I’m afraid so. My mother passed away in the night.’

Aunt Jessica was the youngest of three and, Martin’s father having died five years before, the last of that generation of Sturrock siblings to go.

‘I’m so sorry, Simon.’

It’s never easy to get the words right with deaths in the family, he thought.

It was different if it was a friend telling you about the death of someone you didn’t know. ‘I’ve been at a funeral,’ a colleague might say. ‘My uncle died.’ ‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ you’d reply, and it would be no more or less than your colleague expected. They’d want you to sympathise but wouldn’t expect you to go over the top about someone you’d never even met. With blood relatives, the death codes were not so simple.

He had been close to his cousin as a child. Though he grew up in Hertfordshire and Simon in Somerset, they had spent all their holidays together, and he had enjoyed many happy weekends staying at his aunt and uncle’s cosy farmhouse with its blue-and-white crockery and worn pine furniture. His father was an engineer, whose work often took him abroad, and his mother thought that a bit of male company in the holidays would be good for him, rather than knocking around the house with her and his sister Jan. Fifteen months apart in age, he and Simon had played together, fought together, complained about their parents to each other, swapped ill-formed and confused fantasies about girls. But though there was kinship there, there was no lasting adult friendship. By the time he was in his mid teens, he had stopped seeing so much of Simon. The allure of trips to Somerset had vanished. Instead, he formed closer bonds with his own school friends, refusing invitations to accompany his aunt and uncle on holiday. And so, slowly, he and his cousin had drifted apart. Where once they would see each other several times a year, as young adults building their own lives, that dwindled to Christmas and Easter and now, as they neared pensionable age, it was usually weddings that brought them together, or funerals, the last of which had been Simon’s father’s.

Sturrock could tell that Simon had already made the call to several others. It was as though he had a script, and he was ticking off the main points.



	Passed away peacefully. Something of a release in the end.

	Good innings. Sturrock thought it odd that even people who knew nothing about cricket, and possibly had never watched let alone played the game, used this phrase to describe the life of anyone who had lived beyond eighty.

	Details of the funeral still to be decided.

	Then a couple of details from the last few days, in Aunt Jessica’s case how they knew things weren’t good when she refused blackcurrant crumble on Monday evening, even though it was her favourite pudding, and also the story of a row with one of the nurses at the care home who insisted on her sitting downstairs with the other residents to watch afternoon TV when she actually just wanted to stay in bed.





‘She was feisty to the end then,’ said Sturrock.

‘Yes,’ said Simon. ‘Feisty to the end.’

It was strange to reflect how, in his youth, he really had thought of Aunt Jessica as ‘feisty’. He’d loved her energy, the way she would bustle around the farmhouse, making everyone feel wanted and involved in everything that was going on. He’d loved her cooking and her relaxed approach to mealtimes, bedtimes, and her appreciation of his sometimes unconventional opinions and ambitions. He’d considered it one of the great mysteries of nature that his grandparents had produced two children as different as his father and Aunt Jessica. But then there’d come a moment when he wasn’t sure they were so different after all.

‘I’m glad it was fairly painless when she went, Simon,’ he said. ‘And if there is anything we can do, just call.’ He was conscious of how trite that sounded, then taken aback by the response it provoked.

‘There is something, actually,’ said Simon. ‘I was hoping you might do the eulogy.’

‘Me?’

He tried to use his tone of voice to convey opposition to the proposal on several levels. He didn’t want to. He didn’t think he was appropriate. There were plenty of people who were better qualified. He hadn’t seen much of his aunt for the past forty years. He didn’t much like speaking at funerals. He didn’t see why he, a mere nephew, should have to do it, when she had three sons of her own.

But Simon was not good at reading tones of voice. He interpreted the response as one of surprise, but delight and honour to be asked.

‘She was very fond of you, and very proud of what you do, and you would be so much better at it than anyone else. I could do it but I’m worried I’ll break down.’

‘What about the other boys?’ Sturrock asked, boys now with a combined age of 121.

‘Well, Archie and she fell out quite badly over Dad’s will, you remember, and Paul might have a few too many drinks to settle his nerves.’

‘Are you sure I’m the right person?’

‘Definitely. I’ll give you all the facts and dates you need and if you could weave in a few nice stories, that would be great. Needn’t be too long. Ten, fifteen minutes?’

Sturrock was losing the will to fight back. He thought it incredibly selfish of Simon to land him with a task like this. But then, perhaps he was the selfish one. Simon had no way of knowing that his cousin was tipping into one of his glooms. Indeed, Simon, in common with his dead mother, would have been very surprised to learn that cousin Martin experienced such glooms. That in itself was evidence of how distant they were, and yet here he was having to do the eulogy at Simon’s mother’s funeral.

‘As soon as we’ve sorted the arrangements, I’ll let you know,’ Simon continued. ‘There is a chance we might be able to get a slot at the crematorium on Tuesday. It’s a bit quick, but the formalities are done and most people who would want to be there know she’s gone.’

‘OK,’ Sturrock said, while secretly cursing to himself. If it was as early as Tuesday, he would have next to no time to rearrange all the appointments he had for that day, let alone deal with the inevitable knock-on consequences.

Though he didn’t feel it this morning, Professor Sturrock was widely viewed as one of the best psychiatrists in the business. For a fair few London GPs, he was first choice for the mental health cases they felt they couldn’t handle by medication alone. They would happily refer their patients to the Prince Regent Hospital off Oxford Street and its renowned psychiatric unit run by Professor Sturrock. He liked NHS work. He tended to get some of the toughest cases, and they always provided inspiration for his research work. But he also liked to provide real, quality care, and this took time. It meant he could see only a fraction of the patients doctors wanted him to see, especially as he insisted on one-hour consultations for his outpatients. This had got him into trouble with management from time to time, concerned as they were with ‘throughputs’ and ‘patient experience’. But given his record and reputation, he was able to operate as something of a law unto himself. ‘Patient experience’ was important to him too, but in a very different way.

Stella’s reaction, as she picked up on his angst about having to mess around his patients, had further worsened his mood as he gathered his papers and packed them into his brown leather briefcase.

‘It’s your aunt we’re talking about, Martin,’ she said as he headed for the front door. ‘A little bit of humanity wouldn’t go amiss.’ He nodded, and left.

On the tube, he’d felt more than usually suffocated and starved of space, but now he was in his consulting room, he could breathe again. It was his sanctuary, the place where, when he was alone, he could think. Through the frosted-glass door he could see the shadow of Phyllis, his secretary-cum-receptionist, getting ready for the day ahead, just as she had done every weekday morning for the twenty-plus years she had worked for him. He buzzed through to her, to warn her she might have to rearrange things for Tuesday.

‘Sorry to hear about your aunt,’ she said.

She was a large, rather stern-looking woman, not terribly prone to laughter, who liked everything to run precisely as planned. It was exactly what bosses look for in a secretary, but at times it irritated him, particularly when she was unsympathetic to patients who missed their appointments. She seemed to have very little understanding of the courage it took for some of his patients to get themselves to the hospital. But he knew he was lucky to have someone who always appeared able to take changed arrangements in her stride. When she’d had three weeks off for an operation, he’d realised just how much he relied on her. The place virtually fell apart. But though he and Phyllis were such an important part of each other’s lives, they were not particularly close. He gave her a small birthday present in March, and a larger Christmas present each year, but they never socialised.

His consulting room was on the sixth floor of the new Le Gassick wing, named after the businessman and philanthropist, Stuart Le Gassick, who helped to fund it. It was built five years ago, just before his father died. He had a nice view over low rooftops to the square nearby with its well-kept private garden in the middle, though an enormous new complex of business premises and luxury flats was in the process of being built in between. He feared that once it was completed, he would lose the little glimpse of grass and bushes he could enjoy when he stood at the far corner of the room. The furnishings were a mix of classic public sector functionality and several items – including his mahogany desk, his swivel desk chair, and the two brown leather armchairs he used for patient consultations – that he had brought with him from his old room in a part of the hospital that had since been converted to a lecture theatre.

He had just ten minutes before he was due to see his first patient of the day, Emily Parks. Just ten minutes to think about the four consultations planned for the morning, and in the afternoon the budget meetings and the appointment with Hafsatu Sesay, a young woman from Sierra Leone who had been the victim of a particularly brutal sex-trafficking scam. She was a patient whom Sturrock found particularly challenging. Ten minutes wasn’t long enough. He cursed last night’s dinner for a visiting American professor, who was over studying some of the work he had done on the use of dreams in the analysis of addiction and depression. The dinner hadn’t finished until 11.20, so it was nearly midnight by the time he got home and he was too tired to do his usual day-before review and planning.

Each of the morning’s patients was challenging in their own very different ways. Emily Parks was a burns victim who had lost half her face in a house fire three years ago and who was so permanently conscious of her disfigurement that she was scared to go out in daylight. At 10.15 he had David Temple, a serious depressive whom he worried might one day cause harm, to himself or others, and then at 11.15, Arta Mehmeti, a refugee from Kosovo who had been raped in her south London home while the rapist’s accomplice held her young daughter hostage in the kitchen. In her dreams, Arta was stalked nightly by the rapist, making a normal sex life with her husband impossible. To wrap up his morning, at 12.15 he was seeing a new private patient who wanted to come and discuss his sex addiction. He was always keen to have private patients. The income helped him fund his various research projects, his current one being a study of the psychiatric impact of resettlement on asylum seekers, particularly from the Balkans and African war zones. But he didn’t like sex-addiction cases. They made him feel uncomfortable.

Sturrock wondered whether David would turn up. He had missed several consultations in the past, unable even to get out of bed. If David didn’t show today that would at least give him time to check his emails and see whether Arta had sent through her ‘homework’. At the end of most appointments he would set his patients some task for the week ahead, and many of them, Arta included, would email it to him the night before they were due to see him. However, he worried that if he was deprived of the chance to talk to David, his mood might sink even further.

Sturrock marked his depressive patients on a scale of one to ten. Most of the people he treated were between five and eight. He had never had a ten. He put David at seven, which was bad. He put himself at six, but didn’t let anyone know, which ran counter to the guidelines for psychiatrists who feel they may have their own psychological issues. He knew the guidelines better than most, having updated them personally four years ago, but he could see no point, for himself or the department, in drawing attention to his own shifting moods. Instead, he tried to manage them himself. And seeing David helped.

Though in times of depression, David had self-esteem perhaps lower than Sturrock had ever witnessed, he had in his lucid moments an ability to articulate his depression that the psychiatrist found moving, humbling. He thought of one of David’s descriptions now as he heard Phyllis greet Emily Parks in the waiting room outside. ‘It’s like a storm coming,’ he’d said about the feeling before a plunge. ‘There’s a moment when the sky darkens, you know what’s coming, and you’re powerless to do anything about it.’
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As Professor Sturrock was consulting his schedule, David Temple was already just a short walk away, sitting in a scruffy little café used mainly by builders working on the new shops and flats going up by the hospital. He sat drinking a mug of tea, pleased with himself that he had got this far. He had more than an hour to steel himself to take the final steps to the hospital and up the stairs to the sixth floor of the Le Gassick wing, where the kindly psychiatrist and his rather forbidding receptionist would be waiting. He had been in this position before, come all this way, sat in this same café, with its Formica tables and classroom chairs, and then decided he couldn’t face it, and gone back home. Some days, it was just that he couldn’t summon the will to talk about the way he was feeling. More often, he would ask himself what right he had to take up the time of someone like Professor Sturrock. Even now, looking around the cafe, he saw people who probably had far worse problems than his. Was it a problem demanding of a doctor that he couldn’t get out of bed in the morning? It made him feel small, unworthy of the space he took up.

Yet despite everything these sessions stirred in him, he had come to depend on Professor Sturrock, almost to look forward to the weekly meetings where they went through his dreams and other homework tasks, and he tried to describe the shifts in his mood. They helped. And today he needed help. He was still shaken by his conversation with Amanda at work yesterday. With every conscious effort he made to shake it clear from his memory, its grip on his mind tightened. He watched a waitress wipe away a stain on the table as she brought him over another mug of tea. Why couldn’t he wipe his mind clean so easily?

He had got this far, he told himself, so just do what the Professor said – a step at a time; live in the moment; look for the good things not just the bad. It had helped get him out of bed when he woke up with a seven-out-of-ten dead feeling. It had helped him out of the house, onto the tube, including a change of line, off at Marble Arch, then on the little stroll to the café. From where he sat, he could see the window of Professor Sturrock’s room. So he was close. Live in the moment, he whispered to himself, then the next one, then the one after that.

David Temple was thirty-three but looked closer to fifty. He had been bald since his early twenties and his forehead was already quite heavily lined. He had realised, since seeing Professor Sturrock, that he had probably been suffering from depression all his life, but he had only been diagnosed as needing treatment three years ago when he’d tried, with no real risk of success, to kill himself through an overdose of his mother’s sleeping pills. ‘Can’t even kill myself properly,’ he said to the nurse in accident and emergency. It was a year later, when he became a so-called ‘risk to others’ that he was sent to have sessions with Professor Sturrock.

It had happened in a park near his home one evening. He had been feeling very low that day and everything at home was driving him deeper and deeper down. He lived with his mother in a rented two-storey flat in the shadow of Pentonville prison, having found life on his own worse than life with her, even though often she was the thing that sparked what Professor Sturrock called his ‘plunges’. She knew the rhythm of his moods almost as well as he did, having lived with them for so long, but long and painful experience had made her no better at dealing with them. Her answer to everything was either to suggest he go and have a little chat with Father Nicholas, the priest at their local church to whom she turned whenever she had a problem, or that he have something ‘nice’ to eat or drink. Each exhortation, each suggestion of a new foodstuff would make him feel he was slipping down another notch. He knew the feeling too well, a gnawing emptiness expanding beyond his own body space. The empty feeling would start as a knot, somewhere close to his stomach. It would then grow outwards, sometimes in circles, sometimes in irregular shapes, but before long his entire insides felt as though they contained absolutely nothing. No flesh or blood or bones, no breath, no pain even, no feeling beyond a dull ache that he could only describe as emptiness. How was it possible, he wondered, to feel totally, absolutely empty, and yet to feel even emptier the moment his mother suggested another meal she might serve up to make him ‘feel a bit better’?

‘Perhaps not now, maybe later, I could do you a nice little Welsh rarebit.’

In his mother’s world, food was always ‘nice’ and ‘little’, unless it was a roast, a bowl of pasta or a fry-up, in which case it would be ‘nice’ and ‘big’. When he was fine, he was OK with her fussing around and feeding him. When he was down, it became unbearable.

Normally, his depressions were worst in the mornings, and got slightly better as the day wore on. But on the day of the incident, he’d felt the knot in his stomach tightening, and the void growing, and he was worried he was getting close to saying or doing something that would hurt his mother. He decided he had to get out, maybe go for a walk in the little park three streets away. But he knew she would be upset if he just walked out without saying anything, so he sat for a while, trying to summon up the energy to announce his departure. He ran the words around his mind. ‘Just popping out for a breath of fresh air.’ Or should it be ‘Just going out for a walk’? ‘Just going out for a little walk’? He wondered whether to try to add in an offer of service. ‘Just popping out for a little walk, Mum – need anything from the shops?’

But even as he was rehearsing the best approach, he could see no way that she wouldn’t engage, forcing him to feel the pressure to speak again, and he just didn’t have the will for it. If he really dug deep now, he might get one sentence out, probably the short version saying he was popping out for a walk. But she was familiar with his rhythms, and she would be worried and the worries would come out in questions that would require a response. Questions like ‘Where?’ or ‘Why?’ or ‘When will you be back?’ He didn’t know the answers to any of them.

‘Where?’ Probably the park. Possibly the canal. Or he might just go out and wander, street by street, until he felt a little better, or tired enough to sleep.

As to ‘why?’ he wouldn’t be able to tell her the truth, which was that he was on the downward curve and when that happened, everything she said pushed him further towards the floor.

He loved his mother. She was in many ways his only true friend. He liked to think that the reason it was she who plunged him downwards when the rhythm kicked in was because she was the only person there, that if he was in different company, the words and motions of others would have the same dire effect. But he couldn’t be sure. When the downward rhythm began, he avoided anywhere but home, any company but his own or his mother’s. So how could he know? Perhaps she was the cause of the spiral and he grew more and more desperate because he wanted her to be the cure to its repetitive agonies.

He must have eaten up fifteen minutes running the various options around his mind. His inner voice told him unequivocally that he was not going to be able to articulate the simple concept that he intended to go out for a stroll. But he felt he owed it to his mother to try. She was not a bad person. She was a good person, and she had a lot to put up with, never knowing whether he was going to be up or down. Mostly she knew he was going to be down but she never stopped trying to jolly him along. He tried to say, ‘Just popping out for some air,’ but as the ‘p’ at the start of ‘popping’ formed on his lips, he pulled back.

‘Did you say something, love?’ she’d asked.

‘No,’ he’d said. He was fine with ‘No’, ‘OK’, ‘Fine’ and ‘Yeah’. Beyond that, words were locked away until the rhythm turned upward, and he never knew when that would be.

Go on, he said to himself, one last try, really try, it won’t hurt, it won’t harm, just say it. But no. It was impossible because she wouldn’t be able to let go, she’d be straight in there asking, ‘Where, love, why, love, what time you going to be back, love, do you fancy a nice little chicken salad when you come home?’ And then he’d be back to square one, but one notch lower, one ring wider in the emptiness bowl, swamping the odd shapes of emptiness that first surrounded the knot in the centre of the stomach. So now he was just playing a waiting game, pretending to read the newspaper he had placed on his lap, but just longing for his mum to leave the room, preferably to head upstairs, so he could slip out.

After what seemed like hours she said the words he wanted to hear.

‘Just going up for a wee, love. You OK?’

‘Fine,’ he said.

As he heard her reach the landing he fetched his coat, picked up his key from the table by the front door, and fled.

The noises of cars passing or children laughing and shouting were less grating than the voice of his mother trying to persuade him to eat food he didn’t want. The kids’ noises were just noise, they had nothing to do with him. The cars came and went. There was a consolation in the dark. If nobody could see him, nobody could speak to him. Dark also heralded the time when he would be ready to sleep. Sleep at least removed several hours of the day, and meant he would be a few hours closer to the next upward curve of the rhythm, sometimes with dreams along the way that made him feel warmer and less anxious than he did in his waking hours.

He was rarely violent, but as he arrived in the park, he stumbled over a discarded petrol can, which unleashed in him such rage that he kicked the can, kicked it again, then stamped on it four times before picking it up, whirling it hammer-thrower-style round and round above his head, then letting it go flying into the night.

He had neither seen nor heard the two cyclists pedalling side by side along the bus lane which bordered the park. As the petrol can bounced towards the road, it clipped the front wheel of the bike closest to the verge. The cyclist jerked his handlebars to the right, so violently that the wheel touched the left foot of the second cyclist, who in turn pulled away, tried to click his feet out from the cleats on his pedals, but failed to maintain his balance and fell into the road, his friend falling on top of him a few nanoseconds later. The second cyclist was not wearing a helmet and his head hit the tarmac hard as he fell.

David looked around to see if anyone had witnessed what the Clerkenwell magistrate would subsequently call ‘this mindless act’. A part of his mind was telling him to turn and run. Instead he walked over to the two men, started to help them up, and once he had done so, confessed he had thrown the can which had been responsible for their fall. ‘I’m really very sorry. Here, let me help you.’

The helmeted cyclist appeared not to be hurt at all, though he was rubbing his hip and moving his neck and shoulder to check for strains. The second man had a large graze across the side of his head through which blood was beginning to seep. There was real hurt and anger in his voice as he railed at David. ‘What on earth were you thinking of? You could have killed us. Imagine if a car or a bus had been overtaking us as we fell into the road. Bang, dead.’

‘I’m sorry,’ said David. ‘I really am.’

‘Is that it? Is that all you can say?’

‘The problem is that I’m quite ill.’

It was the first time he had ever said it in those terms and they knew immediately what he meant.

‘Care-in-the-community job, are we?’ said the helmeted man in a tone that was surprisingly friendly. Even his angry, bleeding companion seemed to soften just a little. They were clearly disarmed by David’s confession, his apology, and now this statement about his mental health.

‘Hadn’t you better call an ambulance for your friend?’ asked David. ‘Or the police?’

His lawyer would later cite this as a set of circumstances amounting to a ‘cry for help’, which would lead to David escaping with a small fine provided he agreed to undergo psychiatric treatment. And so Professor Sturrock entered his life. He didn’t feel substantially better. But he felt a little better, some of the time, and he was sure this was in large part down to the Professor. It made him even more determined to make his appointment today.

David spooned the tea bag from his fourth mug of tea, squeezed out the last drops and placed it carefully on the saucer. He had another half-hour before he was due up there on the sixth floor. ‘You can do it,’ he whispered to himself. Professor Sturrock had such faith in him – he owed it to him. As he stirred the sugar into his tea, he remembered the scribbled note the Professor had put on his homework just before Christmas last year – ‘Low self-esteem is not the same as humility. You may think that you are less important than others, but what I think you are is humble. And humility is a fine quality.’ He was pretty sure he was going to turn up now.
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Matthew Noble QC had taken Friday morning off work in preparation for the ordeal of his first ever encounter with a psychiatrist, but the time was dragging. As he sat in the kitchen nursing his cup of coffee, his wife Celia insisted on reading out the latest piece of research on sex addiction she had found on the Internet. He thought the whole thing ridiculous, but Celia had been adamant he should get help, and he didn’t feel he was in a position to argue. She had caught him out cheating on her, twice in fairly rapid succession. He knew he had left her feeling hurt and humiliated on both occasions, but she was clear that, despite everything, she didn’t want to lose her marriage. They had recently celebrated their silver wedding, and whatever it was that had led him into his infidelities, he still felt something for her. She knew everything there was to know about him: what he liked to eat, what clothes he liked to wear, his little routines. The idea of living without her horrified him. Partly, he acknowledged, it was a question of self-image. There was something a bit sad and loserish about colleagues he knew whose marriages had ended because they had run off with younger women. But also he knew he depended on his wife. Who would book the holidays for a start? Who would run the house? And they still sometimes laughed together, not always at each other. So he was grateful that Celia was making such an effort to keep things from falling apart. He found it quite touching that once the initial shock at his infidelity had subsided, she changed her attitude, deciding to think of him as victim not sinner. He found it irritating, however, to be labelled a sex addict.

The days after Celia’s discovery of his second affair had been torture. They skirted round each other in the house, avoiding any kind of conversation. Then, one night, after they had been lying stiffly side by side for hours, both wide awake, Celia had gone into the study and switched on the computer. By the time dawn broke, she was convinced that the Internet had explained her husband’s betrayal. And she said that the volume of material on sex addiction – more than six million items on Google – meant it was likely to be straightforward finding someone to help him. She refused to countenance even the faintest protest from Matthew. All the evidence pointed in the same direction. For example, though their sex life might not have transported them to heavenly pastures too frequently in recent years, her research showed they had sex more often than the most regularly quoted average for their age group, only marginally, it was true, but he could not claim theirs was a sexless marriage. Yet he had twice put in peril a relationship that they, their children, their friends and Matthew’s colleagues at the Bar all rationally analysed as a strong one. And the most common definition of a sex addict appeared to be someone who felt compelled to seek out new sexual experiences regardless of the risk to personal, family or professional life. ‘That would seem to be you in a nutshell,’ she’d said over breakfast the next morning, as she took him through printouts from the Web. ‘Look at the facts,’ she’d said. Though he didn’t particularly want to, he had to accept that when she first caught him red-handed, professing love down the phone to Madeleine, a divorced solicitor, his reaction had been to go off immediately in search of another even bigger fix with Angela. Celia had articles on how the addict spent a great deal of time and energy planning the next sexual encounter, often making the arrangements more and more complicated as a way of heightening the eventual thrill, which in turn would lead to the need for greater complexity in future to maintain the thrill level. When he thought about the layers of subterfuge in his relationship with Angela, and the lies he told Celia about conferences that never happened, in countries he had never been to, he could see she had a point.

He’d sat and listened as she itemised all the chemical changes that take place in people’s minds and bodies during and after sex. ‘Your sexual wiring is different to most people’s, Matthew,’ she’d said. ‘For you, the chemical reactions are more intense so you need one sexual sensation to be followed by another once the effect of the first one has worn off.’ Apparently, he was among the 3 to 7 per cent of the population suffering some form of sex addiction.

Amid the relief at her apparent forgiveness, Matthew felt humiliated that he was going to see a psychiatrist. He paced up and down the length of their kitchen as he waited for the taxi he’d booked to come at 10.45, in good time to get him from upmarket suburban Totteridge to central London. From the moment he’d woken up, he’d felt mildly nauseous. If people who knew him were asked to write down one word to sum him up, ‘robust’ would feature high up the list, as well as ‘strong-willed, independent, pragmatic, solid’. Mad, insane, loopy, deranged, depressed – the words normally associated with the need to see a psychiatrist – would not figure. ‘Sex addict’ would be even less likely. Yet here he was, about to visit the Prince Regent Hospital for a session with one of the country’s top shrinks.

As Celia had wittered on at him over the last few days, he had developed his own picture of a sex addict. A man who woke up to a giant erection every morning, which he would immediately masturbate into submission before being able to face the day. Someone who lived in a hovel surrounded by old porn magazines and crumpled tissues. Who viewed every even vaguely attractive woman as quarry to be leered at, followed and hunted down. Who, when free sex could not be found, would purchase it without regard to the sordidness of the venue or the disgustingness of the body his penis would enter. Who would spend hours on the Internet flicking from one porn image to another before finding a video clip that could hold his attention and interest long enough to inspire and then exhaust the next erection. The sex addict was a sad, lonely, depraved individual of low income and low social standing, with bad teeth and greasy hair that left an oily residue on the collar of his anorak. So how on earth had he, a highly educated, married father of two, a respected barrister, a long-time top-rate taxpayer, likely one day to be treasurer or even captain of the South Herts golf club, been engineered by his wife into accepting that he had joined the ranks of the waxy anoraks? He who had lost his virginity later than all his close friends; who could count on one hand the sexual partners he’d had before he married Celia; who had only ever watched porn in hotels if they allowed a few minutes of free viewing and wasn’t overly bothered if they didn’t; and who had never once felt tempted to pay for sex or trawl the Internet for sexual contact or pleasure? He just could not imagine what sort of person would buy sex.

He had often wondered, as he stood in the newsagent’s deciding which golf magazine to buy, who were the millions who sustained such a massive market in top-shelf literature? But although he had occasionally taken a glimpse at the covers, and even more occasionally looked inside, he had never felt tempted to buy one. Yet there they were, in shops up and down the land, presumably being purchased regularly or else the shops wouldn’t bother stocking them. And, as Celia had been discovering, the Internet had seen the market expand beyond the wildest pornographer’s wildest dreams; in cyberspace, a vast army of men and women indulged in any and every sexual practice for the titillation of a vast global army of consumers. Just not Matthew.

His problem was that he was currently powerless within the relationship. He was the one who had strayed. He was the one begging for forgiveness, desperate to stay in the marital home, and so avoid the anger of his children and the laughter of his colleagues. Celia would never be in a stronger position and he felt his weakness every time she came out with yet another Web-based assertion to back her basic case that he had a problem which ‘together’ they could solve. This was why he had no way of wriggling out when, to his considerable but unspoken annoyance, Celia said she was worried he would not tell Professor Sturrock the full story if he saw him on his own, so she was coming too.
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It was 9.20 before Sturrock before Sturrock was ready to see Emily Parks. He hated running late so early in the day. He viewed his meticulous punctuality as one of the few positive qualities he had inherited from his father. But this morning, events were against him. He had been held up by a call on his mobile from Ralph Hall, the government’s Health Secretary and the only senior politician he had ever treated. Hall had sounded hung-over, and panicky. He asked if Sturrock might be able to come and see him that afternoon, even though their next appointment wasn’t until Tuesday. For obvious reasons, Hall didn’t like to visit the hospital.

‘Today is difficult,’ Sturrock had said. ‘I have patients most of the day, and budget meetings later. It’s tricky.’

Hall seemed desperate. ‘I wouldn’t call if it wasn’t important, Martin. It’s just that I’m not sure I’m going to hold it together.’

In his head, Sturrock ran over his schedule again. His only options were to skip one of the budget meetings, or reschedule his afternoon appointment with Hafsatu, which cut both ways. Part of him was longing to see her, part of him dreading it.

‘Look, Ralph, it is not impossible one of my patients won’t show. It happens a fair bit. I’ll call you later whatever happens, but if a gap appears, I’ll find a way to get to Westminster.’

He walked over to the windows to rearrange the blinds. Though the sky was grey, the rain was holding off and there was even a bit of sun struggling to get through the clouds. He liked light, and when the sun was out, he preferred to have the blinds up and the sun streaming in. But Emily’s sensitivity about her appearance seemed to be exacerbated by light. On her last visit, she had clearly been troubled by the sun, shielding her face from it and wincing, as if in pain. He had interrupted their conversation to lower the blinds, but this had made her more than usually self-conscious and they hadn’t made much progress after that. So today he left two of the blinds up, lowering the one that would place her chair in shade. Then he went to the door to call her in. He always called the patients in himself. It was one of those little touches he prided himself on.

‘Hello, Emily, would you like to come in?’ He waited at the door, stepped back to allow her in, then watched as she walked to the soft leather armchair in the far corner of the room in her usual timid, hunched way. She stared into her lap while Sturrock gathered up a brown folder from his desk, and went to sit in his chair, a few yards from her. He smiled, waited to see if she had anything to say, and when it was clear she hadn’t, he said simply, in as friendly a manner as he could: ‘So?’

Sometimes, that simple little question was sufficient to get the patient to open up with a general assessment of their current mood, what they had been feeling, and what had been happening in their lives. Once or twice, that had worked with Emily. Today, she smiled weakly, but said nothing.

He was feeling stuck with her, a feeling not helped by the lack of time for preparation. Yet they had made good progress when she was first referred to him. So phobic was she of being seen in public that his first four visits had been to her parents’ house, where she had been staying after the fire, ‘OTOs’ as Phyllis called them: out-of-the-office consultations. Sturrock had introduced her to strategies for coping in the street and now, though she still found it difficult, at least she could make it to the hospital. She always asked for the first appointment of the morning. It meant there were fewer people around to see her, fewer people coming and going in the little waiting room. Her mother would drop her as close to the hospital entrance as she could, then wait in the underground car park listening, as she did all day, according to Emily, to Classic FM. Sturrock knew that Emily found the journey agony. She would arrive in a state of distress, only calming down once they began talking over how she felt. In order to soothe her, he’d developed the tactic of asking after her friend Sami. He’d noticed that the only time she really lost her inhibition was when she talked about Sami, the Muslim owner of the twenty-four-hour corner shop where, once darkness fell, she would do her shopping.

Shopping was a huge challenge for Emily. When she had been staying in Hendon with her parents, it hadn’t been a problem because her mother had done it all. But when Emily decided to move out and try to live on her own again, in a flat just off the Caledonian Road, she’d been forced to shop for herself. Since the nearest grocery was Sami’s, she’d ventured in and immediately been struck by the warmth with which he’d greeted her. She felt as though he was not even conscious of her appearance. When he talked to her, he looked straight into her eyes. After that she did all her shopping at Sami’s and he made it clear to other customers that, no matter what she looked like, she was a valued and respected customer. He had even intervened when Emily ran into trouble outside his shop one evening. She wore a dark headscarf to hide her disfigurement and once or twice, she was mistaken for a Muslim woman. A group of kids hanging around outside the shop had started jeering at her, shouting things like, ‘Go back to Somalia!’ then, ‘Show us your tits, Muslim tart!’ Sami had rushed out to defend her and had even closed up his shop so he could walk her home.

Sturrock liked the sound of Sami and saw him as a useful ally. He had recently set Emily the homework test of ensuring five new people saw her face each day, so he had been particularly pleased to hear that Sami had suggested she might help out in the shop from time to time, in order to get used to people looking at her. Emily’s immediate reaction had been to say thank you, but no. But Sturrock hoped that, given time and Sami’s encouragement, she might change her mind.

He knew that Emily’s personality made it particularly difficult for her to deal with negative reactions to her condition. She was so fundamentally decent a person that she simply couldn’t understand why one human being would abuse another, purely because of their appearance. She’d talked about her schooldays and how, even though there was plenty of bitchiness among some of her friends, it had never occurred to her to pick on someone because they were fat, or thin, or black, or Asian, or Irish. She was always the one who, rather than joining in with the taunts, would tell her friends off for making disparaging remarks. When, at one consultation, he’d asked her to bring with her the following week something she was particularly proud of, she’d come bearing a school report, at the bottom of which her form teacher had written, ‘Emily is a strong role model for other girls. On more than one occasion, I have had Emily to thank for helping me to deal with unpleasant behaviour. She has a strong sense of right and wrong and a very clear moral compass. You should be very proud of the person she is becoming.’ So proud were her parents that they’d had the report framed, and hung it on the wall in the hallway.

The challenge was to persuade Emily she was the same person, despite what had happened to her, and to get her back to seeing the world as a benign place.

Sturrock had had a lot of experience of burns victims. He had been the duty psychiatrist on the day of one of London’s worst industrial blazes, in which thirteen people had died, and many more had been seriously injured. It was then that his interest in the lasting psychiatric impact of trauma had been aroused sufficiently for him to decide to write a book on the subject, the first he wrote. So for a year or two he had specialised in that field, the fire victims and the emergency workers who had tried to rescue them providing a huge resource for his research and his care for them, hopefully, doing some good. It was this work that first caught the eye of senior people in government, who put him on the list of likely contenders when outside experts were required for policy review groups.

Emily’s fire had been far less dramatic and was deemed to merit just two paragraphs in the local paper headlined ‘WOMAN HURT IN BLAZE’, in which she was wrongly named as Emily Parker, and her age given as twenty-two when in fact she was twenty-four. But although it wasn’t front-page news, the fire had left terrible scars, both physical and psychological, and the more Sturrock saw of Emily, the less sure he was that, despite all his experience, he was going to be able to help her. Though Emily’s parents had been stalwart in their support for her, shocking themselves at how quickly they had grown to accept her disfigurement, her boyfriend of three years, Patrick, had been far less understanding, perhaps planting the seed of Emily’s belief that she had changed beyond recognition.

Nine months after the fire, as she was preparing for yet another skin-graft operation, Patrick had written her a letter. Sturrock had a copy of the letter in his brown folder.

‘I will always love you,’ it had said, ‘but – and I know how cruel this will seem given all you have to face – I cannot cope with what is happening to us. I thought our life would be together, that we would raise a family. But we both know it cannot be. Yours is the pain and the suffering, I know that. For you, there is no escape. It will be with you for the rest of your life. For the rest of mine, I will curse myself that I am too weak to see it through, or even to give you this message face to face. But that is the reality. I do not have the strength to see you suffer like this. I do not have the strength to stay by you and help you to recover. I cannot bear your pain, nor my inability to deal with it.’

In the first months after the fire, Emily had been forced to wear pressure garments, including a mask. To look at, the mask was less alarming than the scarred face it hid, but she complained it was tight and sometimes sore, and it drew glances from virtually everyone she passed. Sturrock had pressed her on their reactions, and why they mattered to her. Most had reacted with studied neutrality, she’d said, and a number of people had even given an intimation of warmth, like a nod or a smile. But some looked away, unable to conceal shock or disgust. He urged her to try to enjoy the intimations of warmth, and appreciate the fact that this was the way most people reacted. But it only took one bad incident to set her back. The worst had occurred as she was being dropped off at the hospital one day. Three men in the cab of a filthy lorry trailing a cement mixer had spotted her getting out of her mother’s car. She was in tears as she recounted the story to Sturrock just moments later. The young man in the middle of the cab saw her first, and pointed. Then the driver honked his horn, so loudly it startled her. She looked up to see the three men now gesticulating and laughing. Her meekness vanished, and before she knew it, she was striding over to the lorry and ordering the driver to open the window. He did so, and the laughter calmed.

‘Do you have children?’ she asked. ‘Do you have brothers and sisters? Do you have a heart?’

She said the man in the middle sniggered, but she could see her point had hit home with the driver, who was silent.

‘When you go home tonight,’ she said, ‘ask your children to google “burns victims”. Look at the pictures. Then imagine it’s them, not me.’ And with that, she turned and went into the hospital.

‘How did you feel?’ Sturrock asked. It was one of his favourite questions.

‘I felt strong. I felt I was making a point I had to make. But then as I came up the stairs, I could feel myself collapsing inside. Why should I have to put up with that? What have I done in my life to deserve what has happened to me?’ She was sobbing so heavily that Sturrock felt he had to get up from his chair and go to console her. In her diary of emotions which she submitted the following week, she said
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