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7 December 2022, 7.30 p.m.


I am a ghost in the room tonight. A shadow no one will notice, exactly as it should be. Guests arrive, flowing towards the heat and hum of the glass atrium at the back of the bookshop. Turning my back to them, I retreat further into the deserted aisles of Anthropology, reach for a slim volume, inhale the flutter of air as my thumb zips through the pages. I wait for that aroma, dry and sweet, biscuits and sawdust, to work its usual magic, a sensory hit that never fails to reassure me. Until now. Books used to be an escape. A window to another world that, for a short time, might alter me in some unfathomable way. But I’ve been too close to them, seen how they can taint and twist the truth.


I slip into the atrium, packed with a hundred or so more guests. It is easy enough to lose myself here, hovering at the back behind a pillar. I’ve been paid to melt away into the ether, but I doubt they’ll be looking out for me.


So why risk coming along at all, what will it solve? His book is displayed on a table next to me in a tower of carefully spiralled spines, a DNA strand to show every angle. On top, a hardback copy is perched upright, his name embossed across the front in glossy black. I imagine teasing out the bottom copy, watching them topple to the floor.


The cover is luxuriant, creamy, a lily in one corner. It could be a bereavement card.


In a way, it is. Loss in fifty shades of vanilla. In those pages resides a version of his wife, Eva, much loved, much missed, much constructed, packaged up for public consumption. The other ghost in the room tonight.


It is his back I see first as he walks through the crowd. Briefly, he turns around, and from my vantage point I watch him, this stranger, who only three months ago I thought I knew so well. He pauses to chat to someone, draws his fingers through the back of his hair, letting his hand rest at the nape of his neck, something I know he does when he’s tired or anxious. He looks a little older this evening, a little greyer, a scattering of salt at his temples, a silvery haze of stubble at his jawbone. I see now – or is it wishful thinking? – how the past few months have punished him, too. He is leaner perhaps, his face more angular. His brow bones protrude a little, lending him an almost hawkish glare.


From where I’m standing, I spy an attentive young woman as she approaches him, offering up an open copy of the memoir, the shadow of a smile as they connect. Even from here, I can see she is transfixed, caught up in whatever he is telling her, that way he has of diverting the conversation and channelling it elsewhere.


He pauses, bites his lip, and I see something new in his expression, a tentativeness perhaps, as he excuses himself from the guest, disappears into his public persona. Slowly, he climbs the spiral staircase to a gallery that circles the room and by the time he’s at the top, he has become Dr Nate Reid, any shade of hesitation vanished.


Priya, his editor, is already there, smiling down at the crowd. Everything about her is sharp and precise – the cut of her pale silk dress cinched at the waist, the razored line of her dark glossy bob tucked neatly behind each ear. She taps her ring against a champagne flute and the clamour subsides.


‘Hello, everyone. Thanks so much for coming tonight. I’d like to start by saying what a privilege and an honour it has been working on this book.’ She turns and raises her glass to him, her hand touching his arm. ‘Nate’s instinct for storytelling is rare and inspiring. Many of us are used to hearing about Dr Reid as a distinguished neuroscientist and TV personality, so it has been even more impressive to discover his gift for personal writing, his unflinching honesty and extraordinary ability to let the reader in.’


As she hands over to him, there’s a peal of applause.


Unflinching honesty? Here’s to fantasy fiction.


He clears his throat and steps towards the balcony edge.


‘I’d like to return Priya’s compliment and say how deeply satisfying it has been collaborating with her.’ He touches her hand. ‘One silver lining in my journey is that it has brought me here tonight. To be here with so many friends who have given me their unstinting support. In a strange sort of way, it’s like Eva’s last gift to me. I feel very loved.’


He falters, falls silent for a moment.


Priya passes him a glass of water and there is a tingling anticipation as the silence stretches.


‘When I started this book, I was overwhelmed. My first thought was, why would anyone do this? Then I realised here is a golden opportunity. My chance to help others in a similar situation. There are more of us around than you’d think.’ He looks down as if seeking out other grief-stricken souls in the crowd. ‘No one can really bear the truth that every minute of our life hangs by a thread. However much we think we can script our own existence and try to ensure nothing bad can ever happen to us, it does and it will. To each and every one of us. Tonight, tomorrow, at some point.’ His index finger silently strikes the iron balcony rail, in sync with the rhythm of his words. ‘Of course, that’s why memoirs about grief are so popular. They’re a window to a world that one day we’ll all inhabit, if we haven’t already. It’s only a matter of time.’


He grips a copy of the book, raising it up.


‘Eva was an extraordinary person, someone who radiated optimism, a hunger for life. As many of you are aware, she was best known as a sculptor, her work was widely regarded. She also made headlines around the world when I first diagnosed her with a rare medical condition – congenital insensitivity to pain, the inability to experience pain. But pain is nature’s alarm system, helping to protect us, or, as C. S. Lewis once put it, “God’s megaphone to rouse a deaf world”. The value of pain is only evident when you see its absence. Which was why Eva was the most fearless person I ever knew, but the most vulnerable too.’


Guests lean in, heads tilt and crane. One woman tucks loose hair behind her ear in the hope of catching more. That voice. Gentle, well-spoken. Articulate and low. Gravel and smoke. He’s lectured around the world, been interviewed by the New York Times and doorstepped by the Sun. As his reputation grew, his words became quieter, loaded with a particular power.


A waitress passes with a tray of champagne and reluctantly I shake my head. It’s been five months since I touched a drink. It’s been months since that night at Algos House. Now I can’t help wondering if everything would have turned out quite as it did if I’d kept a clear head the whole time. I sip on a flute of orange juice, watch as he effortlessly ramps up his performance.


‘I wanted to examine how you carry on after something like this, how to accept the horror of it. To come back home one evening and discover, in an instant, that my wife had died. How do you begin to make sense of it?’


How indeed.


‘Death is the great leveller, even for those who appear to be invincible.’ He pauses, eyes shining. ‘Because it shows us who we really are, and reveals how much we truly love the person we have lost. Here’s to Eva. Tonight is for you.’


He raises his glass as a tide of rapturous applause swells.


It takes a moment or two, as the clapping subsides, to identify another noise in the crowd. A shriek. Like a contagion, it spreads through the room, palpable and urgent.


‘Murderer! We know what you did!’


I swallow hard.


There are ripples of movement close to the door, security staff swarm, a scuffle ensues. ‘Justice for my sister!’ she shouts, saying something else inaudible before she is bundled outside and removed from the event, leaving the crowd murmuring in her wake.


I know I should leave, but I’m frozen to the spot.


Back up on the gallery, Priya steps steadily in front of him. ‘Well, I guess grief affects us all in different ways,’ she says. ‘And hopefully Nate’s book will offer comfort and understanding to anyone who’s suffered great loss. As a publisher, I couldn’t ask for more. Nate’s on his way down now to sign copies, so do buy one and see what all the fuss is about.’


He appears, unfazed, unflustered, his enigmatic reserve intact. There is nothing like the fury of a scorned woman to add intrigue, allure even. Priya knows this, so does he. Scandal swirls around him, somehow raising his stock rather than diminishing it. I watch as he works the room.


‘Well, that was all highly entertaining, wasn’t it?’ says a woman next to me, her breath ripe with wine and crisps. ‘Who was she?’


‘I’m not sure,’ I lie. ‘Eva’s sister, I guess?’


‘Ah, the disgruntled sibling desperate for the true story to be told. Delicious.’ She regards me for a moment and there’s a flicker of recognition in her eyes. She seems familiar, but I can’t quite place her. ‘Maybe a bit misery memoir for my liking,’ she says, her tone conspiratorial. ‘But a great idea. Whoever got him to do it was completely on the money. Even more so if the sister doesn’t like it. I’m Jane. Jane Burton by the way. And you?’


She swooshes the bubbles around her mouth and studies me as if I’m a puzzle to be solved. There’s that familiar journalistic glint in her eyes that I have grown to recognise down the years, a precise and very direct brand of curiosity, watching from the sidelines, prying, insinuating, picking away. It’s part of the job, until it becomes part of you.


‘So you’re covering the book?’ I ask.


‘Yes, we ran first serial last Sunday. Triumph over tragedy, the usual.’ She shrugs lightly. ‘Still, if you cry, you buy, they say.’ She smiles briefly, moves in a little closer so I can see a smear of fuchsia lipstick on her front tooth.


I’m repelled by something in her that feels too close to home. I shudder slightly, step away from her, but she inches closer, as if we’re co-conspirators.


‘Good-looking, isn’t he? In that rather obvious way.’ She crooks her head to one side, her eyes slide over him.


‘I guess. I hadn’t really noticed.’


‘What a horrible thing to happen. I don’t think you ever get over something like that, do you?’


‘I hear he’s doing pretty well.’


‘I wonder if he wrote it all himself?’ Her steady look unnerves me. ‘A lot of them get help these days, don’t they?’


‘I wouldn’t know. If they choose to have a ghostwriter, it’s usually kept a secret.’ A flush prickles my neck and spreads upward.


I make my excuses and head for the exit, via Memoir & Autobiography for old times’ sake. The siren call of those glittering lives on display spilling all – fame, grief, misery and addiction. ‘Read all about me, me, me,’ they seem to echo, screaming for attention. I walk to the end of the aisle and stop in my tracks. There he is with Priya, standing just yards away.


Something in me deflates, and I know that it’s all over. He talks quietly, rapidly, and Priya nods in affirmation, her head dipped.


They carry on, deep in conversation. As I walk briskly past them towards the door, he looks up and our eyes lock. Priya reaches for his arm, but he pushes her away, starts towards me as I turn to the exit.


‘Wait, Anna,’ he shouts after me. But I don’t turn back. I have spent too long under his skin and now it’s time to burrow out. I won’t be another acolyte like Priya. I don’t deserve Eva’s fate.


I take off my heels, stuff them into my bag and start to run. Away from him. Still, I hear his voice, urgent and cracked, calling my name. I turn a corner and break into a sprint, my bare soles slap the cold wet pavement. Keep going, I tell myself, my breath ragged, my lungs burning. Only two questions keep circling.


What did you do to Eva?


What could you do to me?



One year earlier – December 2021


Publishingweekly.com


Renowned neuroscientist Dr Nate Reid is tipped to land a ‘hotly contested and significant’ advance for his memoir, say industry insiders.


At a post-award speech in Geneva last week, where Dr Reid was winner of the prestigious Ackerman research prize, he hinted that his next book project would most likely be a ‘personal one, close to my heart’.


Bestselling author of The Pain Matrix, a guide to his work on the neuroscience of pain, Dr Reid also directs the Pain Laboratory at London’s Rosen Institute. His scientific research appears in journals worldwide, including Science, The Lancet and Nature.


According to sources, this next work will be a radical departure, focusing on the loss of his wife, Eva Reid, and how her rare condition still inspires his work to find a cure for pain. Two and a half years ago, his wife was discovered dead from a drug-induced heart attack on the floor of her riverside studio at the couple’s home in west London.


‘He has still never spoken about her death publicly and everyone wants to know what really happened,’ says another source close to Dr Reid. The only mystery remaining is whether he’ll require professional help.


‘Writing of this nature has always been a struggle,’ he once admitted. ‘One I’m not sure I’m really born to.’ While his previous works were solely scientific, Dr Reid believes that ‘a personal memoir may require a more “collaborative” partnership … It’s just a question of choosing the right ghostwriter.’
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One month later – January 2022


It is still early in the morning by the time I reach the river. Barges and boats are submerged in shadow, and the curves of Hammersmith Bridge are swathed in a silky mist. I love this hidden pocket of London, trapped between the flyover and the river, where the city exhales, the sky expands and the rumble of traffic refines into birdsong. There are geese and herons, weeping willows and wildflowers, even a shingle beach of sorts when the tide is out. The water is higher than usual, its dank breath hangs in the air.


No matter how I vary my jogging circuit, somehow I return to the same spot: Algos House, a riverside avenue of Georgian homes, grand and rambling, with ivy curling through high black railings and pretty manicured gardens that spill down to the water’s edge.


I think back to the first time I saw the house, when reporters stood here solemnly delivering the news of Eva’s death to the camera in forensic detail. As a journalist myself, I had watched intrigued, not only by the story, but also by the views of her studio where she had died. Eva helped to design it, one simple storey of floor-to-ceiling windows and cedarwood on the site of an old boathouse, perched on the river’s edge. She told a design magazine how she wanted the building to play with the idea of what is hidden and what is on show through its compelling use of mirrors and glass. ‘Spaces can be deceptive,’ she’d said (a little pretentiously, I had thought). ‘Even when those windows appear to be transparent, they’re merely trapping the human dramas that take place within, reflecting them all back in distortions and imitations.’


After her death over two years ago, of course, those words took on an extra significance and the papers were fond of quoting them, drawing attention to their uncanny prescience and how this riverside annexe held the clues to what had happened to her. The detail that came to obsess the media was the destruction of Eva’s signature glass sculptures – female bodies edged in blades at the waist like a belt. Five of these had been laid face-up close to her body, deep crosses scored on each of their torsos with what was probably one of Eva’s glass cutters. Like her iPhone, it was never found.


Part of this macabre fascination was the idea of a golden couple who fell from grace. At first, the newspapers loved their story. ‘Has the King of Pain met his pain-free match?’ ran one headline. But soon their interest turned judgemental. There were raised eyebrows that a scientist would marry the subject of his PhD research. After they became a couple, the press paid more attention to her ‘party lifestyle’, the rumours of substance abuse and hanging out with glamorous art-world celebrities. Yet, they didn’t really take her sculptures that seriously, or understand her reasons for training as a psychotherapist later. They wanted the sexy, libidinous woman who lived life recklessly, thanks to her genetic make-up.


When she died, there was a sense that somehow she had transgressed, got what she had coming to her. In contrast, Dr Reid was viewed as cold and uncaring, suspicious, responsible even for his wife’s untimely death. Neither of them was cast in a flattering light. Googling them weeks afterwards, I wondered how he could continue to live in a place so inextricably linked to her.


I think about how I could somehow cover all this in my magazine, how I would pitch it to Jess, my editor. There is the small detail I would have to slide around, that I’m not an entirely objective observer here. If I’m honest, I was drawn to Eva for an additional reason beyond my professional curiosity, a more personal one. I had spoken to her once before she died. It was only a short phone interview for the arts pages of a broadsheet, spiked in the end because another paper got there first. But our encounter, brief as it was, now took on for me a special significance, knowing that one minute she had been there and the next, inexplicably gone.


We had talked about her work, how she hoped being a therapist would give her fresh emotional insight as an artist, how excited she was to complete her training and see her first patient. I told her how much I loved her sculpture and she had invited me to visit her studio for a follow-up interview. I remember her soft cut-glass vowels straight from a B movie washing over me, her voice a little husky as if she had only just woken.


She was genuinely curious about me – at least it felt that way at the time. I had never seen a therapist before, but I could see why her patients would like her, how much they could gain from her unique perspective about pain. I found myself telling her about my frustrations as a journalist, that I longed to write books, screenplays, real, lasting work. She had urged me to keep going, saying, ‘If you don’t turn your life into a story, you’ll just become a part of someone else’s.’ I didn’t have the confidence then to really believe I would one day find my own voice, but her words of reassurance stayed with me.


When I read about the rumours of her husband’s memoir, I began to think how unfair it all seemed, given her advice to me that day. I couldn’t imagine her ending up in someone else’s book, a story that she would have no power over, that would inevitably be more his than hers. She would have hated that, I’m sure. But the dead don’t get a chance to answer back, do they?


As I sprint away, Eva’s voice drifts back and with it that sense of my own potential she alluded to. Maybe this could benefit both of us.


I run a little faster, an embryonic idea forming. The best way to cover it would surely be an interview with Dr Reid for my magazine, The Londoner. I’d impress him with my skills, maybe I could be in the running as his ghostwriter. Unlikely, but at the very least, it’s a good idea to present in our next features meeting. I polish the outline in my mind, exactly how I’ll sell it to Jess. Their love story, her inability to feel pain, his obsession to find a cure for it. Eva deserves better than to be the silent wife, a footnote in her husband’s narrative. Just thinking about it makes me angry on her behalf. If I were working for Dr Reid, I would never let that happen.



Eva’s Self-Reflection Journal


14 October 2018


Welcome to the self-reflective, analytical, navel-gazing new me!


Janet, our psychotherapy lecturer, told us we have to record our thoughts and our patient sessions to ‘facilitate learning by exploring our inner feelings’.


She assured us yesterday that it’s for our own personal development, not for anyone else to read or assess.


OK, so here are some deeper feelings. Confession number one. I’m the shitty one here. The faker. I’ll never be like them.


This morning, we sat in a circle in an airless basement of the clinic, taking it in turns to reflect on what attracted us to train. People talk about their natural empathy, their listening skills, how they want to help others to avoid the same terrible mistakes they’ve made. On and on they go. Caught up in their own worthiness, their own smug sense of how bloody good and helpful and caring they are, how they want to use their own suffering to help others.


When Janet turned to me, I froze. Watching their eyes slip-slide over me, I was convinced they could spot an imposter in their midst. What was my reason for being here? I told them about my diagnosis of congenital insensitivity to pain, how my mutation prevents me from feeling pain or anxiety. Maybe this was why I sometimes felt closed off, empty, as if nothing really mattered.


Someone asked if the two were really connected: the physical and emotional. Janet suggested that maybe it was down to language; how experiencing physical pain allows us to express and inhabit emotional pain too. In this way, our bodies and minds are intricately linked. She talked about Finnish researchers who have mapped the body for different types of emotions, locating grief and heartbreak in the chest, anxiety and fear in the stomach, anger in the arms and, in contrast, love as an all-over body sensation. They were fascinated by all of this, but somehow none of it chimed for me. Fear, anxiety, anger, depression: my body lacks an atlas for it all. I’m Teflon-coated. How can you be truly broken-hearted, for instance, without feeling the physical ache inside?


Of course, I’m curious about the extremity of other people’s emotions. I’ve always wondered if I lack what it takes to be a real artist. I mean, would Frida Kahlo’s boundless creativity have existed without her chronic pain? One was almost certainly a condition of the other. To make real art is to know how suffering truly feels. Where better than a therapist’s office? I see and hear it all around me. On the faces of the other trainees when they talk about their messy lives, painful divorces, neglectful parents, addictions, recovery. It’s emotional torment that I cannot comprehend, food that I will never taste. But perhaps being up close to all this will help to unlock me, to find out how it really feels to hurt.
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In the end, Jess was keen on my pitch to interview Dr Reid for a cover story. What she really wanted, like any magazine editor, was to get inside his mind, find out who he really was and how he felt about his wife’s death. How did he cope alone in that sprawling house without her? I crafted an email to his publicist, reassuring her that my interview would focus mainly on his recent guide to neuroscience, The Pain Matrix.


I wake early on the day I’m due to meet him, just to make sure I have everything I need. The pens must be blue fine-tip rollerballs, the batteries Duracell, the printed list of questions bolded up. The wrong font or a battery that has already been used, even once, is enough to derail me. My mind has always been a little bit obsessional, seeking out patterns and rules that protect and comfort me. These are the rituals that shore me up before every interview. Although this time, there’s more to lose.


It will be a delicate balancing act, steering him towards territory that he will instinctively want to avoid, risking his hostility, but, at the same time, inviting his admiration too. It’s a line I’ve become an expert at toeing, over the years. If there is a memoir in the pipeline, I want to seem like the perfect candidate, the right choice. Every detail will need to be just so.


I scrutinise myself in the hallway mirror, wipe away the sheen of lip gloss and the blusher too. Nearly there, except for the hair scraped high in a tight ponytail. Too austere. I let it down so it falls onto my shoulders, do up the next button of my shirt so only a glimpse of neckline is exposed. I dab away a smudge of eyeshadow with the pad of my thumb. This display of effortlessness has taken me over half an hour. I test out my quizzical gaze, open my eyes a little wider. Tilt my head to affect empathy.


My strategy is always the same: ease my subject into conversation, feel the satisfaction as they uncoil, revealing everything. I can’t help envying that moment when they let go without intending to, how that freedom must feel. The less you offer about yourself, the more they really talk.


Over the years, I’ve heard it all. The personal revelation in all its tawdry detail. They’ve had an affair; their marriage is over; the tumour is malignant. The subjects of their confessions vary. But it’s the kick of reeling them in, question by question, letting them think their decision to speak openly is entirely voluntary. A lot of it is also timing, knowing exactly when to drop in that deceptively simple question: ‘Why?’ The shortest word that can often elicit the longest answer. Then I sit back and say nothing, knowing they will be compelled to speak. The less self-assured they are, the more they feel a lingering silence is their responsibility, their problem to solve. So I circle and return. Navigate the push and pull of disclosure, how we fly back and forth between the need to be hidden and the desire to be known.


The thrill for me always comes in breaking down their defences, watching them let go without intending to, until I discover what I’m there for. How consuming curiosity can be, without any of us ever really knowing why. An itch and a drive, and for me, one that also happens to pay the bills.


My phone vibrates, the cab is waiting.


I check my handbag for everything one more time before I leave. Outside, it’s about to rain, the air is swollen and damp. The driver sets off and west London slips by, comforting and familiar, dry-cleaner’s and kebab shops, barbers and money kiosks. I close my eyes, lulled by the warmth in the back of the car, the sweet smell of plastic seating and vanilla.


I visualise the interview, imagining Dr Reid’s wary demeanour. I’ll make him comfortable, let him seduce himself with the power of his own words. Be the mirror that reflects his expertise back to him. Then follow his fault lines; pick at the edges of his discomfort, like the newly formed skin around a scab. I never flirt or use feminine charm. I’ve found that simply by being a woman, a male interviewee assumes you are there to listen, to be deferential, grateful to absorb the details of whatever their arcane specialism may be. It’s not about tricking them, but playing with their assumptions. Beware the sympathetic female ear.


But, in the long run, it’s the writer who has the final say. Deciding how they come across is down to me.


The car picks up speed, its tyres hiss on the surface of the Westway, vertiginous and exhilarating, a strip of road that rises like a Scalextric high over the streets of Paddington and north Kensington. Rows of elegant stucco terraces line up stiffly like piano keys. The market stalls along Portobello and garish letters of street graffiti flash below us before we’re tipped down into the gridlocked traffic of the Euston Road. Eventually, the taxi stops outside the Rosen Institute, a Gothic Victorian building in Bloomsbury, darkened by centuries of grime.


‘Ah, the Rosen, I’ve always wondered what goes on in there,’ says the cab driver, peering upwards at its turrets and towers spiralling into a granite sky.


‘The Pain Laboratory,’ I smile. ‘It’s the only one of its kind in Europe.’


Deep in that basement lies a state-of-the-art research lab. Designed by Dr Nate Reid, dedicated to observing human pain in all its infinite variety. Here, I know, volunteers offer themselves up to be physically hurt. The more extreme, the better. Willingly they are prodded and poked, scalded and scraped, burnt and pierced. Precisely how they suffer, the state of their neural responses, has been scrutinised and reported upon, peer-reviewed and published around the world, making Dr Reid something of a celebrity beyond the world of neuroscience. It was the New Yorker profile that originally crowned him the King of Pain.


He met his wife, Eva, six years ago when he began researching her condition, known as congenital insensitivity to pain (CIP). It’s a rare disorder where the sufferer can walk on hot coals, place their hand in fire, walk on a broken limb for weeks and feel nothing more than a light tingle or a dull ache.


As he once wrote, pain defines our quality of life, its presence can wreck the activities that make us most human: thought, sexual activity, sleep. If Dr Reid could identify the gene that ‘switched off’ certain receptors in her brain, he could be the first to find a universal cure; crucially, one that wasn’t addictive, that was opiate-free. She became the focus of his research paper, and then they fell in love.


‘Can you give him ten minutes, please?’ his assistant asks, motioning me towards a reception area at the end of the corridor, sparse and bland.


The room is preternaturally quiet. I focus on the small courtyard outside, where water pools on the mottled paving stones in the rain. The voice of the city seeps through a half-opened window. On the pinboard opposite me, there’s a poster inviting sufferers of trigeminal neuralgia to join a research group. It’s a condition that can, apparently, feel like someone inserting crushed glass under your skin. I remember that one from my interview research. I can recite the symptoms of several others too. I like the words, the chewiness of them and how they resonate. Post-hermetic neuralgia – the searing nerve pain that can follow shingles. Ilioinguinal neuralgia – a stabbing pain that radiates to the genitalia. Cluster headaches – sometimes known as the ‘suicide headache’ for the extremes to which they drive their sufferers.


It takes several days for me to read around my interviewee. I will have forgotten every detail about them and their work by the time the article is printed, but, for a short while, I am fluent in someone else.


‘Dr Reid will see you now.’


His assistant has come to fetch me. I follow her into his office, arid, white and windowless. I wait and I wait.


I hear him before I see him: brisk, urgent footsteps along the corridor that proclaim self-importance. He stands in the doorway, talking into his mobile, and turns away from me. ‘We don’t need to overcomplicate this. Those reports are pivotal and we can’t wait any longer on the results. What’s the hold-up?’


I take him in, a wall of defensive energy, tapping his fingers on the door frame. Impatient, not quite at rest even when standing still. He talks rapidly, as if he wants to wrap up the conversation but can’t resist prompting more questions, as if to assert his authority.


I have spent so many hours like this. Out of sight. Waiting, observing these unconscious displays. You could say it’s an early calling. As a child, I’d consume Agatha Christie novels and treat my home life like a mystery to be solved. No one told me anything, so I was the detective searching the dust for fingerprints. I was always the mouse in the corner, watching everyone, from the neighbours across the street to the arguments between my parents and my brother. Mining details from a distance, inferring meaning from sighs and glances, from the sort of silences that seep under doors and settle like layers of snow, what’s left behind in the room long after the adults have left.


‘Sorry, with you now,’ he says, his tone shifting as he slips his phone in his pocket, walking towards me. ‘Nate Reid. Dr Nate Reid.’


‘Anna Tate.’ I stand up and extend my hand, aware of that visceral jolt whenever I meet a stranger who is highly recognisable. His photo has stared back at me from the paparazzi shots, the portraits in broadsheet profiles, TV shows, TED Talks. His hair is short, still dark, except for that one distinctive bolt of silver at his temple. He glowers a little, heavy dark eyebrows knit together in appraisal. A fleeting tension ticks away below the surface, the muscle working in his jaw. His eyes are dark brown, with specks of amber.


‘Pleasure to meet you, Anna.’


‘I know how busy you must be. Thank you for meeting me.’


He shakes my hand, assessing me before turning away. ‘OK, let’s go. Follow me.’ His accent snags on me. English private school flecked with the odd drawn-out mid-Atlantic vowel.


‘Go? Where? I thought we were doing the interview here?’ I look back to where my recorder and notepad are laid out on the table. I want to scribble all this down, hold onto my early impressions.


‘Oh, you can bring them with you. We’ll walk and talk.’


I scurry to get my things and follow him, irritated by the way he’s taken charge and my hardwired eagerness to comply. He strides ahead of me, oblivious.


‘My postdocs are excited they’ve got you as a volunteer this morning. You’re the first journalist to try them out – I’ve never let reporters inside here before. We have some interesting tests lined up for you.’


This was the part of the interview my editor had insisted on when we talked through the angle it should take. I agreed, reluctantly, to subject myself to his techniques for measuring pain to add an ‘extra dimension’ to the profile – an idea I still haven’t really warmed to for obvious reasons.


‘But we are coming back afterwards to talk alone?’ I say, quickening my pace to keep up with him. ‘Your book PR Rhik agreed I’d get at least forty-five minutes—’


‘Your hair,’ he interrupts, his dark eyebrows shooting up in a sideways glance at me.


‘My hair … ?’


‘Is it naturally red or do you dye it?’


‘Oh, it’s natural.’


He peers more closely at me as we walk, and for a brief second, I think he’s about to pick up a strand of my hair and roll it between his fingertips.


‘Redheads generally tend to be more sensitive to pain,’ he says, looking at me thoughtfully. ‘Although their pain threshold can be impressively high. I’m doing a study on it, and these tests will provide valuable data.’


‘Well. Glad you’re getting some use out of me,’ I say drily, which he doesn’t seem to register.


We reach a set of stairs that takes us down into a maze of corridors. Exposed steel pipes run along the low ceilings. The doors ahead of us are moulded aluminium, with small glass portholes, like the bowels of a wartime submarine.


He stops under a sign that reads: ‘Strictly No Entry’, and below that I notice someone has scrawled, ‘No Pain, No Gain’ in black marker pen.


‘You should put that on a T-shirt.’


‘One of my hilarious students.’ He rolls his eyes, pressing a small buzzer next to the door. ‘Welcome to my lab,’ he says, and I follow him inside.
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The room is saturated in a pale-blue fluorescent glow. Machines blink and bleep. Behind a glass screen at one end, there is a bank of computers and, in the middle, a large hollow cylinder with a motorised bed poised to glide inside it.


‘Please, do sit down,’ Dr Reid says as I glance anxiously at the MRI scanner.


One of the researchers hovers at his elbow, brisk and efficient, and asks me to roll my sleeve up, smears some gel on my arm. Nate sits on a chair next to me. There’s an acuity in his gaze, a focused energy about him that unnerves me. I’m experienced, I remind myself, prepared to the very last detail. Yet, for once, my preparation rituals haven’t quite worked their magic.


‘OK, so I hope I can give you a little insight today into what we’re doing here at the Rosen.’


‘Right,’ I say crisply, trying to avoid looking at the gleaming instruments neatly lined up on the trolley next to him. There are fine needles of varying sizes, tweezers, pincers, forceps, tubes of gel and a metal box attached to two electrodes. As a couple of other researchers flit in and out of the lab, his hand hovers over the tools, as if unsure which to select first. My instinct is to keep him talking. ‘And what exactly are you trying to find out?’


‘For us neuroscientists, pain always presents an intractable problem. It’s a universal experience, one that creates misery for millions of sufferers. It’s also utterly private, in that only you’re going through it. A bit like dying,’ he muses. ‘Nearly all people feel pain. Yet we still struggle to describe it, words often run out, as you’ll discover.’


I grimace. He smiles.


‘So,’ he continues. ‘How can we treat a patient who’s unable to define what they’re feeling? What we need is measurable data. When I inflict a unit of pain on you, I can see exactly how your brain reacts and I can give that a measurement. This creates data. And data is hope.’ He pauses for effect. ‘The hope of easier diagnosis and more effective treatments.’


‘Sure,’ I nod, wondering when the longest needle is going to come into play.


Dr Reid hesitates, grins briefly as he sits back. ‘Sorry, you’ve got me on my favourite subject and we should be focusing on you. I’d like to ask a few questions too before we start. You do bruise quite easily, don’t you?’


His gaze shifts as it travels down my bare legs, settling on the mauve crescent rising above my left knee, and I swallow, reflexively tugging at the edge of my skirt.


‘Corner of the kitchen table yesterday. Yes. Very easily.’


‘Tell me about the last time you were in real pain. The symptoms, how it felt.’


‘Well, I suppose last year …’


‘Describe it to me.’


‘How to describe the pain,’ I sigh, finding myself strangely inarticulate. All his assumptions coming true. ‘I guess my mind goes blank when I try to think of the right words. I cut my finger. Badly. I was slicing garlic.’


He waits for me to carry on. I take a deep breath, wincing at the memory, particularly the phone call that preceded it. Where do I start? If Dr Reid really wants to hear about pain, we could be here all day.


It was a silly argument with my brother. Tony had wanted to meet my new boyfriend, Dan, and I had been putting it off, pretending I was busy. He had even suggested a double date with whoever his newest girlfriend happened to be. I had refused, instantly hurting his feelings. ‘But why not? We always have fun together,’ he had reproached me gently. ‘And it’s what Mum would’ve wanted. I’m here to protect you. It’ll be fun.’


After the call, I had felt distracted by the usual cocktail of emotions Tony provoked in me: irritation, guilt, regret over hurting him. I peeled off the pink papery skin of the garlic, tipped back a glass of wine, angling an oversized knife through the small kernel. Why can’t I be a more decent sister? Another gulp of wine. Another slice. Then the slip, a cut that was deeper than a usual nick. I think about that exquisite hiatus, less than a second or so, between the act of harm and its effect. How do you tell a pain expert that on this particular occasion the sensation was weirdly satisfying, clean and uncomplicated, obliterating everything that came before?


‘It was agonising,’ I say instead, because it’s the straightforward answer, the one he expects. ‘I felt sick, frightened too.’


‘Of?’


‘Of what would happen next.’ I shrug. ‘It was all fine in the end. A&E. Two stitches, paracetamol.’ I hold up my hand and he touches the ivory ridge of scar tissue at the top of my finger.


‘Well, I promise you that nothing here today will feel as bad as your contretemps with a sharp knife. These are simulations, acute but brief. Shout and I’ll stop.’ He pauses, his expression growing intensely serious. ‘So, we’re going to stick some electrodes on you to monitor each region of your brain and they’ll flash up on those screens over there in different colours, depending on how you react.’


‘I think I can guess.’


‘Doubtful. No one knows how they’ll respond to pain until they’re up against it—’


‘Can we just get on with it?’ I interrupt.


He looks at me quizzically. ‘You look worried, why?’


I see all sorts of assumptions flicker in his eyes. Female. Red-haired. Oversensitive. Likely correlation with low pain threshold, higher complaint score.


Nate’s directness unnerves me, a clinical candour. It’s not that I’m afraid of pain. But the idea of being studied as I’m experiencing it is unsettling. The last person I want gazing into my brain and drawing conclusions, I realise, is Dr Reid. I’m not sure he’d like what he found there.


‘No, not at all,’ I try to sound bright. ‘I’m fine. Let’s go.’


‘OK. What I’m going to do is rub some capsaicin here – a chemical that you find in the hottest chilli. It’s the part of the pepper that gives you the deepest heat.’ After outlining a circle on the inside of my arm, he lathers it on, scrutinising me as the gel starts to tingle. ‘You’re OK?’


I grip the chair as a burning sensation ripples through me, aware that he’s noting my reaction.


‘It’s intense, right? Capsaicin is one of our most efficient conductors, it reacts with the nerve endings really well.’


He presses what looks like a metallic circuit board, the size of a SIM card, onto the gel.


‘This will help to kick it up a bit and give us more control, like a volume button. I want you to rate what you feel out of ten. So zero is nothing, five unpleasant and ten pure agony. We’ll try not to go further than five.’


‘Try?’ I echo, as a flash of pain shoots along the inside of my arm.


‘Too much?’ He turns it down instantly, but the volt of his smile disconcerts me. ‘OK, now? Out of ten?’


‘Er, four?’


He increases the power and I flinch, terrified now that he’ll ramp it up further. I want to tell him to stop.


‘You’re sure you’re OK?’


I nod, gritting my teeth.


‘Score?’


‘Eight.’ Mercifully, the pain begins to recede and I compose myself, determined to steel it out in front of him. ‘Out of interest,’ I ask coolly, reaching for a glass of water, ‘has anyone tried this experiment and not responded at all?’


We both know there’s only one person who was oblivious to these simulations, however agonising. I remember reading in one profile how he’d brought Eva here soon after she agreed to take part in his research. He probably couldn’t wait to entomb her in the scanner so he could peer into her brain, all those neurons firing up for him to see.


‘You’re referring to my work with CIP patients?’


I continue looking at him until he breaks eye contact.


‘Believe me, watching someone unable to respond to these tests makes one profoundly grateful to experience any sort of pain,’ he says, with maybe more feeling than I’d anticipated. He glances down at his tray of implements, briefly lost in thought.


‘But finding a cure for pain, rather than helping those who can’t feel it, has that always been your aim?’


‘I guess the answer to one lies in the other. Pain is more complex than other senses because unlike, say, taste, hearing, smell, vision or touch, it’s a warning sign – a distressing sensation with real or potential damage involved. Someone once described it to me as the white-hot core of human experience, and I think that’s accurate.’ He pauses, checks his watch. ‘OK, let’s try the next test.’


‘Needles?’


He nods. ‘They’re superfine, more like acupuncture,’ he says neutrally, selecting a couple from the trolley that look anything but superfine to me. ‘Now, I’ll need you to raise your left leg slightly. We want to get to the fleshy part of your calf.’


I roll up the side of my skirt, grit my teeth and look away. The sensation feels like a hot knife, as if my nerves are fizzing. ‘Eleven!’ I cry. ‘You said you wouldn’t hurt me.’


‘That was unexpected.’ He hands me a small circular ice pack, holds it to my calf, and the relief is almost tear-inducing. A wave of nausea rises in my stomach and my back arches.


‘It was more than unexpected. You promised,’ I say, shaking. My breath feels uneven, as if all the air has vanished from the room.


‘Some people barely notice this test, but it really depends on the lateral peroneal nerve. Unusual that you had such a strong reaction,’ he remarks, evidently pleased. ‘You see, the peroneal nerve winds around the outside of the fibula and it can be exquisitely painful if you catch it. It’s an easy one to stimulate. In fact, yours appears to be particularly sensitive. I told you, it’s all subjective.’

OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Dedication



		Title Page



		Contents



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		Epilogue



		Postscript



		Acknowledgements



		Credits



		About the Author



		Copyright













Page List





		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296











Guide





		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Start Reading











OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
EMMA COOK

He was her doctor.

She was his downfall...





OEBPS/images/titlepg.jpg
<K

ORION





