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Chapter I

Paradise Flawed

It was a gloriously sunny day of the kind that most people
loved, especially in early spring when it seemed things were being renewed or reborn after a dormant winter. The sunshine, still
a weaker version of the ultimate power that it would be later in
the year, filtered through the trees as it failed to gain full ascendancy in the spring sky. The Jaguar scrunched to its customary,
secure halt on the gravel drive. Its driver looked up at the imposing beauty of the house with a new-found appreciation. The
large, half-rendered, detached building was framed by the mature
trees of the woods in the background, and before them was the
meandering river that marked the end of his property. The house
was set in a substantial plot with well-tended lawns and carefully planted shrubbery to add interest to the large expanse. The
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sun was making a determined attempt to vanquish the moisture
deposited by the recent rainfall on the clay-tile roof. His shoes
made a similar scrunching noise as he crossed to the porch; the
damp gravel sticking just a little underfoot. He hummed contentedly as he pinched the key fob to lock the car.
Walking from the car, he looked up again at the magnificent house nestling in the woods on the outskirts of a beautiful, unspoilt English village. How fortunate that it was one of
England's best-kept secrets; well-removed from the destruction
that had accompanied discovery by the tourist industry of many
similar villages. As he walked onto the porch, with its sandstone
smoothed to a patina by countless such steps over the past hundred years, he turned to look out at the garden, and breathe in
more of this moment. He'd been reminded more than one occasion, whilst standing at this very spot, of how fortunate he had
been in purchasing the house. On these occasions ideas would
conflate quickly within his excited mind, creating a summit of
wellbeing that he’d not noted before. He thought about the work
that he loved: a profession that had been a true calling, and the
colleagues who helped to support and nourish him in an atmosphere of mutual friendship and respect. Although he wasn't yet
twenty-eight, he'd progressed far in recent years. Financial security meant that he wouldn't have to worry about bills, the cost of
a new car – albeit one not exorbitantly priced – or forego some
of the luxuries of modern life. He had, he knew, a face accepted
as nothing if not handsome, and a physique that training had
made healthy, strong and toned. He recognised that most would
be extremely envious of his life, and would be more than happy
with even a glimpse of such an existence. Fortunate indeed. How
could he be anything other than happy? Happiness that could be
measured by each second of such a life.
For some time he stood next to the porch rail, looking back
over the garden towards the two stone pillars that parted to allow his curved drive to connect with the quiet main road, which
was used only by the locals. As he looked he could see Walter
Crossley, who worked for the local street cleansing company,
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and who always made sure that the road in front of his house was
regularly and efficiently swept. He gave Walter a cheery wave as
he caught his eye, and smiled as he turned to enter his house.
In that instant, as he began to open the door, even before he
looked at the magazine that he had brought from the car, the moment was shattered. He threw down the publication, suddenly hoping that losing contact with it would recreate the mood that had
somehow been lost. He entered the house precipitously as if being
pursued, leaving the magazine on the floor of the porch where the
wind flapped gently against the glossy cover, the oblique sunshine
illuminating the words that he had seen and read a million times
over, 'Fabienne Lands Leading Film Role'. He avoided looking
back at the porch, as he closed the door firmly behind him, with
the determination of an alcoholic anxious to avoid picking up yet
another full glass from the bar. He continued into the house as if
being followed by a grim Nemesis, that he alone could see.
That evening would see calm restored, but would also see
him returning conspiratorially to the porch, now in darkness, in
order to retrieve his magazine – as a moth to the flame. He sat indifferently on the sofa, telling himself that his aim was to spend
a few minutes reading before turning in. Ultimately, however,
he couldn’t hide from himself, as he pored over the contents of
the magazine repeatedly and in painstaking detail: the cravings
having defeated him once again.
The phone rang intrusively, as he continued to revisit each sentence, every word of the article containing information that he had
come across, in one form or another, many times over in the past
months. He grabbed the handset irritatedly, as his mind was brought
sharply back to reality by the familiar voice of the call centre receptionist. “Just an information call, Doctor Sinclair. We've had a
message from Caldbrook General about the patient you admitted
there earlier. They’ll be keeping her overnight and are planning to
discharge her in the morning with urgent outpatient review."
He thanked Melissa as he struggled to find his customary
calm, polite tones. She lingered briefly, as she wished him a pleasant evening, and seemed just a little reluctant, as she hoped that
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she would not be disturbing him again. Further calls would not
interrupt his sleep, yet his dreams, not for the first time, would.
Images of Fabienne intruded and found him, as he turned restlessly, in the dichotomy of begging the images to depart, yet desperately wanting them to stay. Another poor night's sleep, when
twice he did something that he always told his patients never
to do, if faced with a restless night; he looked at the clock at
two a.m. and again at three a.m. thereby unwittingly reinforcing
the pattern for his subconscious the following night. Ultimately,
sleep held sway in his racing brain, about half an hour before his
alarm tugged him from his short-lived peace. He dragged himself from his chaotic bed, trusting that the warm shower would
enliven him, just as it had done now, for so many mornings that
had followed such restless nights.
As he sat in the conservatory, enjoying the first light of the
day, a steady realisation crept over him. Things had shown no
sign of improving after many months. If anything, his problems
were getting worse. He gave a little shiver, despite the warmth
flooding in, as he considered this. He held back from admitting
to himself that it must have been well over a year that he had
been caught in the trance: even though the articles, the DVDs
and the CDs would all bear testament to just how long he had
been mesmerized by the spell she had unknowingly cast. Only
with that realisation came a strategy, perhaps a way out of his
enchantment and back to the happiness that he knew, deep within, his life held.
His breakfast lay largely untouched before him as he finally
grasped the point that something had to be done, and with further thought came an idea as to what. He brightened quickly as
ideas crystallised like a crescendo within; his strength returning
as he despatched the rest of his breakfast with more vigour. As
he took up his car keys from the hall table, determination was
written to his face, reflecting his new-found purpose.  
He arrived early at the small surgery. The staff were amazed
to see him at that hour as they were more accustomed to him
arriving just after the first patient booked in, rather than some
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time before. They were similarly surprised by the speed with
which he saw the ten booked patients and two ‘urgents’. As the
last patient departed, he quickly closed the consulting room door
against curious ears and grabbed the phone, eager to make a
start. Now that he had decided on a plan, he wanted to waste
no time in setting it in motion. He spoke with the switchboard
operator at Mirfield General, his voice a little nervous as he remembered that this was where his most severe Psychiatric cases
were referred. He remained resolute as he asked for Doctor Collins, Clinical Psychologist.
"Hello, it's Doctor Collins here."
"Steve, it’s Matt, Matt Sinclair."
"Matt, long time no see. How are you?" Steve was joking; he'd
heard from Matt only a couple of days before. It wasn’t unusual
for Matt to phone him or bend his ear about a patient, and Steve
was usually only too happy to lend advice and support if Matt had
a patient who’d presented with a challenging problem.
"Not bad thanks, Steve. Actually, I was wondering if you could
spare me thirty minutes over lunch," Matt asked nervously.
"Well, if I can't spare my old room-mate thirty minutes,
there’s something wrong; how about one o’clock?”
"Fine, I'll pick you up,” Matt replied in more relieved tones.
"Don't tell me, you have a tricky case you want me to sort for
you?" Steve probed with resignation.
"Yes, I have actually. I'd really value your opinion," Matt
confirmed.
Steve thought quickly as he replaced the handset. Though a
telephone call wasn’t unusual, it was rare for his friend to want
to talk to him in person.
Steve Collins was a brilliant Psychologist. He'd finished his
psychology degree before taking up medicine as a mature student. He and Matt had graduated in medicine the same year having vied in so many subjects at medical school for the top places.
On graduating, Steve decided that psychology was to be his calling. His medical degree had ensured rapid advancement, and he
was now head of department. The nature of Matt's request would
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not be lost on him. The delicate pauses in the sentences had been
picked up with a well-practised ease and the second sense that
all good clinicians had in abundance. As he replaced the telephone he was already wondering to himself, just why was it that
his friend wanted to see him in person, rather than discuss things
on the telephone?
Matt arrived a little early and waited in the car park outside
the Psychology block. He knew that Steve would recognise his
car, as he'd joked about the salary of GPs just a few weeks earlier
when Matt had first taken delivery. Steve, too, was early. He always wore the same tweed jacket that had seen better days, and
the check-pattern shirt with an ill-fitting collar. The combination
seemed ill at ease, unlike the wearer who was always relaxed and
unruffled. His glasses, as usual, perched somewhere on his nose,
but not necessarily along the line of sight. His brown hair clean
but, typically, had missed even fleeting contact with a comb. Matt
held the passenger door open as the door locks disengaged.
"Yo, Matt, how are you?" Steve said breezily.
"I'm fine, Steve, and you?”
"Not bad Matt, you know, not bad for an impecunious psychologist - unlike these GPs with their new cars."
"Thanks for coming at short notice," Matt said as he seamlessly directed the conversation to other areas. Matt asked about
Mary, Steve's wife, and also about their recent holiday. Their
small talk continued as Matt drove to the tea-room by the river;
he knew it would be quiet at that time of day. It had been a long
time since he’d visited the establishment, and it was clear that it
had seen better days. They sat at the table that looked the least
dirty, but even this was a difficult choice as each one had a red
and white gingham tablecloth made from plastic that had long
since faded and worn.
Steve gently rolled the menu between thumb and index finger as he looked at his friend. He tilted his head, so that he could
see comfortably over the top of his glasses interposed perfectly,
for once, in Matt's direction, to look directly at Matt, and yet still
focus on the menu. "OK, Matt, fire away, what can I do for you?"
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A preamble would have been unwise; the young GP was clearly
keen to unburden himself of something, so that the sooner he
provided him with a forum with which to do so the better.
"What do you know about obsession?" Matt began.
"You mean obsession-compulsion, as in washing your hands
twenty times before you leave the house. That sort of thing?"
"No, Steve: I mean obsession as in towards another person,"
Matt clarified, suddenly looking very nervous.
Steve held his gaze on his friend as he sought more detail,
his eyes flaring as he did so. “So how long have we been so
obsessed?" He gently emphasised the 'we' still allowing Matt to
talk as if describing a case, should he wish to seek refuge in the
anonymity that would bring.
"I’ve developed an unhealthy infatuation with Fabienne,"
Matt confessed, suddenly feeling a little less nervous.
"The one I see on the telly? Nice girl! Good choice." He
couldn’t quite conquer the smile that crept through at this point
even though Matt's steely gaze revealed the serious nature of his
admission, and the angst that lay behind. "So are you following
her about, writing to her - the full stalking thing, or what?"
"No, no, not quite that bad. I stop short by buying all her
CD's, all the DVD's, the magazine articles, every newspaper article I can get my hands on, attending the concerts and so on,"
Matt explained as he realised the list would have grown ever
longer had he not made a conscious effort to stop himself.
"So, we are talking here, more pictures on your wall, rather than
dirty brown overcoats?" Steve suggested. He was determined to keep
the conversation light so as to draw his friend out just a little more.
"I admire her from afar; have made no attempt to contact her
or anything like that," Matt confided sheepishly.
"How long has this been going on?”
"For six months, maybe longer, could be even twelve months
or more," he admitted in such a way that Steve would know
which answer held the truth.
The waitress arrived to take their order. Her pinafore was
worn but also dirty. This was not the most worrying aspect of
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her appearance as Matt surveyed her carefully. Though he estimated that she was not long into her forties, the skin was already
looking the worse for wear, most likely due to heavy cigarette
consumption, and this was confirmed by the nicotine-stained
fingers that applied the pen to her little notebook. Her nails were
dirty with neglect, in keeping with her overall appearance. Matt
started to worry about the standard of the food, when the waitress looked as if she could do with a good scrub. He looked nervously at Steve, wondering if his face was reflecting those same
concerns. Matt needn’t have worried. The buxom waitress had
distracted Steve, whose attention had temporarily shifted from
his friend. Matt smiled to himself and grasped the opportunity
to scrutinise the menu carefully. Steve, apparently oblivious to
everything else seemed perfectly happy as he looked at her admiringly. Matt decided that his best plan was to order a bacon
sandwich, as this was easy to cook and usually exposed to significant heat, thereby affording more protection, if the kitchen
staff had similar standards of hygiene.
"So, what is it about this that worries you, Matt?" Steve
asked, as he replaced the menu on the table, which was just a
little too sticky for comfort.
Matt paused as he considered this unexpected reply. Steve
knew very well why Matt was worried, and also with good reason. He had treated similar cases in the past and knew that it was
important for Matt to convey, in his own words, the extent of the
problem, as he perceived it.
"Well, I'm not sleeping, can't stop thinking about her, can't
concentrate on anything, daydream a lot - and besides I can't afford the magazines anymore." Matt's smile flashed through, only
for an instant.
Steve had deliberately asked his friend to frame the exact reasons for his concern; this was a useful way of gauging the depths
to which he’d sunk. As with all good clinicians, Steve knew that
the patient always held the answers, provided they were teased
out in the correct way. "Seems to me that this can be pretty mild.
Adolescents go through a similar phase," Steve began.
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"Yes but ........" Matt interrupted, nervously.
"Yes, I know, you’re not an adolescent, but truth is, it can affect any age and may have been triggered by your Mum's death
last year."
"Yes, yes I hadn’t thought of that," as the new perspective
dawned upon him.
"We psychologists call this CWS, Celebrity Worship Syndrome.
You’re exhibiting many of the signs. As I said, it starts off pretty
mild, but then progresses with more symptoms. Poor concentration,
poor sleep, daydreaming, buying the magazines, just because they
have a mention of the person on the front cover. Planning holidays
and days off so that you can attend concerts, or drive past where
they live. Does any of this sound familiar?" Steve could see that
his words were hitting home. He went on. "Everyone has a little of
this inside. This is how advertisers sell us products. So-and-so uses
such and such a hairspray, you should too. We’re all happy to have
products endorsed by famous people. It’s one of the most powerful
tools that advertisers use. Most powerful are high-profile celebrities who allow their name, for a fee of course, to be associated with
certain products. This really good athlete drinks this juice. This
golf professional plays with these clubs. We’re constantly being
influenced by the media, with a message. To be a good person, use
this; to be happy, more successful, buy this; good lovers use this.
Advertisers then try to push us a little further along this pathway,
from not just trying to copy that person, but to encourage us to live
the same sort of life as they do. Of course it’s not just to do with
advertising, the whole basis of human attraction is in there. We all
wanted to be the action hero, the handsome, good guy who could
fight like Bruce Lee, look like Pierce Brosnan, shag like Casanova
and, of course, get the luscious girl at the end of the movie. Who
ever wanted to be the baddy? You remember the guy who did the
shower scene in Psycho? Just how many other films have you seen
him in? He became typecast as ‘the psycho’ not the handsome hero
who got the girl.
As you might expect such forces are very powerful in the
States. It's no coincidence that the war hero became President,
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nor should it be a surprise that the film star did. We all want to
live that dream, and sometimes, separating the dream from reality is the hard bit. Life is hard; it has pain, like Monday mornings, gas bills and trips to the dentist. For those locked in these
hero-worship scenarios, there’s none of that, just cock your Kalashnikov, go shoot some evil baddies and end up in bed with
Miss Drop-Dead-Gorgeous. Escapism, truth be told, we all need
a little of, but sometimes it goes too far, and that's when people
become ensnared by the dream and depart from reality." Steve
paused as he chewed his sandwich quickly.
Matt was hanging off each word almost as if his palm was being read by a great seer. Steve continued, as a little food slipped
down. "You remember the actors who received death threats after acting out a scene on the telly where they behaved like a total
bastard to one of the really nice characters? This is by no means
rare, and the people who then write in with those death threats
are ordinary, intelligent human beings, not psychiatric cases."
There came another slight pause as he munched again.
"I’d say that what you have, is very often, pretty benign,
should self-limit and eventually you’ll get over her. The problem
though, Matt, is that many people never do move on. They continue to watch and wait and read and hope. The day they’re waiting for, of course, never arrives, and quietly their real life fails
to progress; placed on the back burner whilst they only truly live
under the shadow of the life they aspire to. Or maintain a dreary,
unfulfilled existence while they tick off the days as they wait for
the next DVD, movie release or magazine article."
Matt shivered, there was worse.
Steve continued, "Then, of course, a few go on, they become
low, depressed, why is this ‘ordinary’ life of mine worth living when it bears little resemblance to the life of Miss Megastar that
I've read all about? They’re attracted to a dream, a presentation,
and a gloss, found in the magazines that even for that star, bears
little resemblance to her true life. The magazine is pitched to sell
more copy by pretending that that life is extraordinary and of
course is hyped up. The star, surprise, surprise, doesn’t live that
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life; the magazine just puts out the best bits, or the bits that will
attract readers."  He took a quick slurp from his fizzy water as a
lump of food lingered stubbornly, caught mid sentence. "Depression is very common, or worse. So are low feelings and misery.
The person so affected tends to disengage from his or her own
life, doesn’t meet new friends, and then starts to withdraw."
Steve was the consummate professional and an expert in his
field. Most significantly, he chose not to burden Matt with the
true depths to which such people could sink. He didn’t tell him
that the syndrome often led to a severe depression and misery,
nor did he tell him that one such patient had hanged herself before she could begin treatment. He was anxious to warn Matt, not
scare him, and for this he needed to introduce his topic slowly,
yet methodically, so that Matt could gain insight for himself and
would no doubt have already started to recognise danger signs
as he continued. "Maybe what you should do is concentrate on
losing this bachelor lifestyle of yours and find a wife like the rest
of us. That’ll stop you pining for her," he said with satisfaction.
Matt continued to soak in his friend's advice as he spoke.
"Obviously don’t start hanging round stage doors for her, or
wait on her street corner. What might not be a bad idea, however,
is to try sending a card or two. You’ll soon get fed up when she
doesn’t reply, or you just receive a mass-produced, signed photo.
But you won’t start sending anything that's, that's..."
“No, Steve; stupid I may be, but not that stupid," Matt said.
"Cleverer men than us do worse, Matt," Steve reminded him.
"Yes, you’re right," Matt acknowledged and continued, "I
suppose I could write to her fan club and wait for the boredom
effect you mention."
"If it's any consolation I don't think you’re going mad, and
I’m sure just about everybody goes through a phase like this at
some time, though most..........."
"Don't tell me, I know, I know, most grow out of it by the
time they leave their teens," Matt interrupted.
"Something like that," agreed Steve. "I suppose also, it’s true
that this obsession, this infatuation is stopping you from moving on.
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I remember, what was her name now, that redhead - Alison Grundy,
yes, that was her name. We all had the hots for her, and you were the
one who whisked her off into that balmy summer evening at Freshers' Ball I seem to remember, and then there was ---"
"Yes, yes, Steve. I know, I was very lucky." Matt shifted uncomfortably, his food untouched on the table.
"Yes, you handsome dog, you could have any girl you chose
and if I remember...."
"I know, I know I was popular," Matt agreed soothingly,
hoping to change tack quickly.
"More than popular, I remember: yours was the only sample
they refused when we all went to sell our semen to the sperm
bank - probably because it was so dilute!" Steve chuckled, oblivious of his friend's discomfort.
"Enough Steve, you’re embarrassing me in front of all these
people," Matt offered, a little despair creeping in as he spoke.
Steve turned round at the almost deserted room and laughed.
His friend had succeeded in distracting him with his usual skill,
just when he was getting into his stride.
"As the song says, Matt, you’ve had some very fine things
presented at your table, and it’s perhaps a cruel irony that you
want what you can never have.” The head dipped a little as he
peered over his glasses, as if scrutinizing the GP more closely.
"Tell me, do you feel lonely?"
Matt replied with enough vigour for the psychologist to
know that he had hit upon a key tenet of the diagnosis. "No, of
course not, Steve, I’m always out, always busy - postgraduate
meetings, I work out at the gym, my surgery keeps me busy, my
nights on call - I don't have time to be lonely."
Steve did his best to seem convinced: he had no wish to
humble his friend by needlessly clarifying what he knew the
young GP would realise for himself sooner or later. He’d learned
enough and said enough and had arrived at his conclusions.
"OK then, just to recap. Make no attempt to see her; these
days, stalking is bad news and you don’t want to be on the
wrong side of the law. By all means try to write, but nothing
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too serious, keep it light. I think you need to work through this
‘crush’, let's say."
Matt winced a little as, once again, his friend made him
squirm by the deliberate choice of words. Steve continued,
“Your Mum's death earlier this year may have contributed, and
I do think it’s important for you to keep up the dating that you
were obviously so good at."
"Yes, yes, I know: that was few years ago now, when we
were students," Matt interjected quickly, before embarrassment
overcame him once again.
"This condition is usually fairly mild and self-limiting, but
can turn nasty. I’d say poor sleep, poor appetite, lack of concentration, daydreaming and disengaging from one's own life, are
all danger signs."
Matt swallowed hard: he was exhibiting all these signs and
a few more that he dare not admit to himself, let alone to his
friend.
"OK." Steve adjusted his glasses as he acknowledged his
friend's continued discomfort with more emollient terms. "What
I’m trying to say is, that you were always a knockout success
with the girls, and it seems strange that there’s no one special
in your life. Perhaps if there were, then you’d be able to draw
a line under this and move on. That is, after all, the way most
teens move on. They lust after what they’re never going to have,
spend all those hours pining away, and then eventually meet
someone who is approachable and attainable, and then of course
they forget all about the fantasies they had for Miss Prom-Queen
or whoever."
Matt nodded. He knew of course that his friend's words
held the essential truth. Steve had voiced what had been many
of Matt's own conclusions, though he hadn’t appreciated that
people could fall so far. He knew too, that the way he was feeling about the person he'd never met and would never know, was
as false as the existence he’d allowed himself to be drawn into.
The harsh reality declared itself before him as he acknowledged
that his life, no matter how perfect on paper, was on hold, and
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would remain so until he settled this and moved on. The final
truth would come to him once again in the desolate early hours
of the following morning as he despairingly allowed himself to
look at the alarm clock - that he was lonely. Though the attractions in his life were all apparent, loneliness would be a constant
distraction, until he had summoned the courage to confront it.
Matt settled the bill and drove them back to Mirfield. He
remained subdued as he thought over his friend's words. Steve
hesitated as he pushed back the heavy car door.
"Matt, you know where I am, so perhaps phone me in a week
or two, so that we can talk some more?"
"It’s very kind of you, Steve," Matt said earnestly.
"Don't worry, my invoice will be in the post, I can tell you, or
at the very least I deserve an invite to your next Christmas bash,
I hear they’re wicked!" Steve suggested.
"OK; I won’t forget you, I promise," Matt said, as if making
a mental note.
"You'd better not, my boy," and he continued more seriously:
"Listen, what are friends for?"
"Give Mary my best wishes won't you? Matt remembered.
"Sooner you get a wife, my boy, the better you will be."
"I know, I know. I’ll take on-board what you say."
The passenger door closed with its usual 'thunk' as the rubber
sealed against the metal frame. The car growled ever so slightly
as the engine bit against its weight and the X-Type swept down
the smooth road towards the hospital exit.
Matt faced another distracted afternoon, as he mulled over
his friend's conclusions. Just as he was about to start surgery,
an urgent call came through. Mr. and Mrs Murray were a
lovely elderly couple who troubled him rarely. Howard Murray was well into his eighties and his wife, Cynthia, though a
little younger, at a mere seventy five had had problems with
her heart. Mr. Murray spoke.
"Doctor Sinclair, please forgive me troubling you in your
surgery."
"That's no problem Howard, what can I do for you?"
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"It's actually Cynthia who's poorly, Doctor."
Matt was just about to say that he was sorry to hear that,
thinking that she perhaps had a chest infection or something of a
similar routine status, when Howard continued:
"She’s on the floor and can't seem to get up."
Matt repeated his words so as to make quite sure that he had
heard correctly.
"You say she's on the ...."
Again he was interrupted by Howard:
"Would you like to speak to her Doctor?"
Incredibly he handed the phone to his wife who must have
been lying on the floor at his feet. Matt could hear how breathless she was.
"Doctor, sorry to trouble you, I can't seem to get my breath
and am having trouble getting off the floor.”
Eventually, Matt got his words out: "Cynthia, put the phone
down and dial 999, this minute." He spoke slowly and clearly so
that there would be no doubt.
"Doctor, I’m sure that won’t be necessary. I don’t want to cause
any fuss: perhaps if you were to come and check me over?"
Matt could hear how laboured her breathing was as she struggled with the words, "Perhaps after your surgery this evening?"
A hysterical thought rushed into Matt's head that the poor
woman could be long dead by that time. "No Cynthia, please put
the phone down now, and dial 999."
"Are you sure, Doctor?" she panted.
"Yes, Cynthia, I am very, very sure; we don’t want you being
poorly now do we."
Matt knew that a sudden collapse like this, especially in
an elderly patient with a history of heart trouble, could be
many things, unfortunately several of them serious. He knew
that to leave her on the floor, even if he were to break off from
his surgery that minute and visit, would introduce potentially
fatal delays. An ambulance was the only course of action that
made sense.
"Oh, very well then Doctor, sorry to trouble you."
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Matt never ceased to be amazed at the toughness and the
politeness of their generation. They complained very little, even
when faced with serious problems, and sought his permission
for action that others wouldn’t have hesitated over. He popped
into the office, so that his staff could telephone to make sure
that an ambulance was on its way, and returned to his consulting
room to start the surgery.
Patients came and went in a blur, as his self-occupied state
had returned from the brief interlude of his phone conversation,
and held him in firm embrace. Fortunately the surgery was quiet
and the cases presenting were undemanding, to allow him to
continue in his reverie whilst maintaining the illusion of giving
each patient his undivided attention.
At last he had things clarified. There were no more excuses
and no way of hiding from what he now knew. He’d been forced
to take a long, dispassionate look at himself and for the first time
realised that there was a danger that he could lose the life that
he had loved. For the first time, he had allowed himself to use
the past tense. Now he had to find out if he could break free and
recapture the paradise that had been lost.
As he saw the last patient through the door, he telephoned the
hospital to see how Mrs Murray was. The Casualty department
at Caldbrook General told him that she had been admitted with a
suspected further myocardial infarct, and that the tests would be
through any minute. She was comfortable and her husband was
with her. Events like these, though mercifully rare, brought it home
to him that his patients needed, and expected, a doctor who was
both focussed and alert, not one who was distracted and preoccupied. He would never be able to forgive himself if one of them had
come to harm as a result of his neglect. He asked the senior house
officer in casualty, if he would pass on his best wishes to her for a
speedy recovery, and said if Mr. Howard would telephone when
she got home, he'd pop in and see her. As always, the ones who
troubled him the least, were often the most unwell, and needed
his attention and readiness to act, more than any other group. He
hoped that he wouldn’t allow himself to let them down.
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As he drove home, he was aware of an all-pervading tiredness. He flicked on the television and smiled to himself as,
once again, Fabienne appeared on the early evening news. He
knew all about her film role and the multi-million pound sponsorship deal that had been rumoured with Pepsi Co. He fought
desperately to drag his mind from wandering along the lines
that she was just an ordinary girl with ordinary human needs,
as this avenue never helped. It was always easier to position
her as some super-being, unattainable and aloof, who inhabited
a very different world from the one that he, and others, lived
in. This line, at least reinforced his belief that he knew they'd
never meet, so she might just as well be some fairy-tale princess in a story beloved by children. Living, but not quite real;
occupying space, but in a world he would never experience.
This was the only way to preserve sane thought, the only way
to move on and reclaim the existence that others would kill
for, and was his for the taking. In so doing he'd cultivate an
ordinary life without the intrusion of dreams about pop stars,
which were no more real than any other fantasy. He picked up
the Radio Times to look at the television listings: there on the
back cover was an advertisement for her new fragrance!
He silenced the television with another stab of the remote, as
a new thought formed within his mind. Steve was right about everything. He’d also been very clever. He knew that pride would
never allow Matt to line up alongside those thousands and thousands of fans and write to her. The volume of post that she'd
receive, the army of people who'd surround people like her, insulating and protecting her from those fans, invisibly, so that
they’d never know they weren't in direct contact with the megastar in person. Even if she were to catch a momentary glimpse of
his letter, what would he say? 'Really like you', 'Love to see you'
or just 'Want to know you'? The words alone seemed ridiculous
as they crossed his consciousness. How would they look if he
were to even attempt to commit them to paper? Would the fan
club send him a signed picture, perhaps swirled over by the pen
of an assistant or a secretary, rather than by Fabienne herself?
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'Thank you, for your lovely note.' Perhaps a pre-printed slip,
'Thank you for your kind communication'. Yes, his smile was
more grimace than pleasure, Steve had been very clever, he’d
known all along that embarrassment and self ridicule would be
effective countermeasures to an obsession that otherwise had no
basis, unlike the burning and stinging that was now pounding
in his head. He knew what he had to do, even before the remote
tumbled from his sofa onto the floor. It had dawned on him as he
sat there, that desperate times demanded desperate remedies.
He jumped to his feet. His lounge had several racks containing
CDs, and others holding DVD's. The plan that formed feverishly
within, coupled with his relentless determination, told him that
this was the place to start. He scanned each one quickly, row by
row and rack by rack. He removed each and every one that had a
connection with Fabienne; even compilations, which might perhaps contain only one track of hers. Great gaps opened up in the
previous smooth pattern of the rank and file of CDs. Their disordered pattern reflected many of the thoughts running through his
brain. He moved to the DVDs which were also selected by their
content, and removed one at a time as he scanned their labels. He
placed them all on the rug in the middle of the room.
Then came the magazines. Magazine racks lay on the bottom
row of his large bookcase in the corner. Each was stuffed to capacity with glossy magazines and press articles. The only thing
in common in such a wide collection of material, was the star
whose spell had bewitched him for more months than he could
admit even to himself. The magazines were harder in many ways
to dispose of, as each held a slice, a different perspective on the
person who fascinated and held him captive from afar - without
any effort on her part. He leafed through them all, one by one, as
if shuffling a great pack of cards. He knew most of them with an
intimate knowledge that only repeated and careful study could
bring. Either Fabienne's image was on the cover or her name. He
looked at them all once again, with the interest that one might
show photographs from a treasured family album. Suddenly his
purpose returned from the torpor induced by her image on the
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covers of most of those magazines. He tossed them all, apart
from one or two, which even his determined state couldn’t make
him discard, onto the rug also.
There they lay, like a shrine to his infatuation that had continued possibly for two years or more. He shrank from considering
exactly how long it had been, as exact knowledge, he was sure,
would make his efforts to finally break free, seem even harder.
Only when he was satisfied that he'd collected all items from the
lounge, did he start to ferry them out to the bin. He grabbed his
car keys and went outside, the fading light hiding the resolve now
etched on his face, as if his survival depended upon his steadfastness, as he removed more CDs from the player in the boot.
Everything with reference to Fabienne was hunted out and
disposed of, in a systematic search that took over an hour. With
the completion of that search came relief, a self-cleansing, that
he was finally taking steps which would break the spell she cast.
He paused only for an instant as he held the latest CD, thought to
be her best, its silvery surface catching the last rays of the spring
sun. As the CD spiralled down into the bin, he realised that the
task was now over, and he sighed contentedly. On closing the lid
with finality, he knew that from this grim task had come a peace,
almost like banishment of unhealthy forces within him.
He smiled, as he thought of Steve. His friend had planted a
small seed within him and had known that Matt would be unable
to resist its influence once it had started to grow. The bin shut
with a satisfying thud as he returned inside from the cold night
that now caused him to shiver as the beads of sweat reflected his
frenzied activity.
He raced upstairs to shower and change for bed. Like an
alcoholic who had cleared his house of all bottles, he knew that
he'd made an important first step, but many more temptations
would arrive; more CDs, more magazines, more news articles.
He'd done enough for the moment; he would just have to keep it
up - for as long as it took. His plan now would be just like that of
an alcoholic. Tomorrow would herald a fresh start and he would,
as he always instructed his patients facing addictions, take each
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day at a time. His temporary deliverance was to be echoed in his
sleep which embraced him with an uninterrupted flow, until the
alarm woke him from benign dreams that he didn’t remember.
The following day would see battle joined for real. He could
only pray that he was equal to the task, or suffer the consequences, which for most alcoholics, so entrapped, would mean losing
everything including one's self respect. He reasoned that failure would ultimately bring a similar fate to his door. Mercifully,
Matt did not remember that fewer than one in fifty alcoholics
would break free.
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