
The Psychologist 

 

 

The Royal Doulton tea cup rattled in its saucer as she laid it to rest in final safety in front of him, but 

the shiny silver spoon clattered onto the desk and skated over the mirrored mahogany veneer surface 

before coming to rest by his hand. He could see his reflection in the curved metal surface, a large 

round and distorted clean shaven face set off by a black suit, snow white shirt, and silvered silk tie. 

He quickly set the spoon on the saucer. 

     ‘So sorry, Mr Howard’ she said. ‘I just don’t feel myself today.’ 

 What is the matter with her? he thought. He’d never seen his secretary in such a heightened state 

of anxiety before. And then there was yesterday, when he’d noticed her distended and swollen 

eyelids, when she’d asserted she was just fine. She was usually so calm and accommodating, with a 

manner that helped to settle the patients before they came in to see him. That was why she’d suited 

him so well over the years. And there was a chocolate digestive too, melting onto the edge of the tea 

cup . He never had a biscuit in the mornings, only the afternoons. 

     ‘What’s this for?’ he asked. 

     ‘Oh… well - it’s a special occasion really, isn’t it? Your last day. Well, our last day,’ she said, her 

voice shaking.  ‘I thought you might like a treat.’ She twisted and wrung her hands together in a 

manner which Mr Howard found hard to ignore. 

     ‘Oh, I see…well yes, I suppose it is, but there’s no need for any fuss, you know. God knows I’ll 

be getting plenty of that later at home – Vivien’s arranged a retirement party. But for now, business 

as usual eh? Is the 11am appointment here yet?’ 

     ‘Yes, he’s waiting. But he’s a little early.’ 

     ‘Right. I’ll just finish my tea and then I’ll buzz you to send him in.’ 

 John Howard reclined back into his black leather upholstered chair, swivelling it around to face 

the window as Susan Brown withdrew. It overlooked a London street, facing a square. It was late 

autumn and the tall plane trees lining the glossy wet pavements had cast their leaves onto the paving 

slabs. They’d absorbed the city’s pollution for this year, producing a slimy brown carpet which 

passer-by were trying not to slip on. Branches were bare and exposed and further away the rooks’ 

nests hung – spiky black ink blots in the trees surrounding the square, skeletal frameworks veined 

against a cold grey sky. 

 John Howard had always used this window whenever a patient, or client as they were supposed 

to be called these days, had presented with a little too much emotional distress. Generally, he found 

women the worst offenders. Being more in touch with their feelings, their vented anger and 

frustration soon turned to tears. 

  After perfunctorily proffering a tissue from the strategically placed box he kept to hand, he 

would leave them to wrestle with their sobs in the weighted silence and to knead their sodden tissues 

into tightly layered cocoons. Mr Howard would tell them to take a moment, then he’d turn to gaze 

out of the window, as if to gain some psychological insight, whilst not having to witness a descent of 

this kind. He would save them the embarrassment; such was his custom. There was no conveniently 

placed waste bin, by design on John Howard’s part, due to his hygiene issues. So the offenders had 

to take this extruded evidence of their pain away with them, as damp patches in their handbags, only 

to be discovered a few days later at the checkout when they were reaching for their purses to pay for 

the weekly shop. The dried out cocoons would then be discovered as relics of their wretchedness.

 Such unsympathetic treatment may seem unkind of John Howard, but he’d needed to buffer 

himself over the years, to preserve his detachment as a professional psychologist, and personal 

empathy was simply quite irrelevant to clinical assessment. And from his own standpoint, well he 

found women generally tended to overreact. But of course telling them to calm down had quite the 



opposite effect. It was most irrational. And look how Mrs Brown was behaving today. He found it 

most disturbing. But at least women were usually easy to help, they were willing to see what their 

problem was, and usually agreed with his diagnosis, went along with his suggestions -  he even 

received the occasional ‘Thank You’ card, which Mrs Brown insisted on displaying on the reception 

desk as endorsement of his professional skill. 

 But today, as he was contemplating the view through the window, he realised it was the very last 

time he would see it. Would he miss it ? he wondered. Would he miss his patients? This day had 

been coming for some time now, and he realised he’d never really thought about it before  - not 

properly. He buzzed for his next client to enter, a gentleman he’d seen many times before and 

looking just as downcast as usual. No, he decided. He wasn’t going to miss anything. Of course not. 

What was he thinking? 

 

       * 

 

As the session commenced behind the closed consulting room door, Susan Brown washed up the tea 

cups, threw away John Howard’s half eaten biscuit and resumed her work. The trouble was there 

wasn’t much work to do. Now Mr Howard was retiring, all his clients had been transferred to another 

private consultant. There were only a few remaining clients being seen today, a few rounded up 

stragglers to sort out from the tail end of the queue, then it would be all over. Her fingers trembled as 

she tidied up some stray files. 

 Just then the postman entered. The door opening made her flinch. 

 ‘Hello Susie love,’ he said, handing her a bundle of letters. ‘Sorry I’m a bit late. How are you 

bearing up today then?’ 

    She forced a smile. ‘Not too bad, Terry, thanks.’ 

 She had a lovely smile. Broad and warm, it was a source of comfort for most of the clients when 

they first arrived, especially the first-timers. And she was a smart woman. Her fair hair framed a 

round fleshy face and her soft brown eyes always made good contact. She prided herself on making 

people feel cared about. And maintaining an excellent figure for her age, she always made an effort 

to dress professionally: a fitted suit in summer with a frilly blouse, or in the winter, a woollen twin-

set in changing shades of pastels. She selected her chosen colour according to her mood; today she 

was wearing pale aquamarine for composure. But she was disappointed in that it didn’t seem to 

having the desired effect. 

 ‘Got another job lined up have you?’ asked the postman. 

 She flinched again. ‘No, not yet. I haven’t seen anything suitable…but I can’t really afford to be 

choosy now.’ 

 ‘Oh well, good luck, love. Hope to see you around sometime. Fifteen years in this place, isn’t it? 

Wouldn’t suit me,’ he said, resuming his whistling of ‘It’s a Long Way to Tipperary’, as he went out. 

 After he left, Susan Brown sat at her desk with her head in her hands. She was worn out with her 

mind having carved the same track of thoughts for the last few weeks: a giddy circuitous route of 

fairground spirals, jolts and turns that arrived nowhere, making her feel sick. 

 She was going to miss this place so much. She’d selected the décor herself, the last time they’d 

decorated a few years ago. ‘I’ll leave it to you,’ Mr Howard had said. ‘I’m sure you’ve got excellent 

taste. But we must have the best quality.’ She’d done her utmost with the budget, a real challenge 

that she’d relished, fired by his rare display of warm approval of her as she showed him her selected 

swatches. 

 She gazed slowly around the reception room, savouring the plush pale blue carpet, the soft gold 

regency stripe wallpaper and the window ensemble of blue velvet curtains, swept back by tassels and 

surmounted by a deep fringed swag and tail arrangement. All had been tailored to complement the 



classical interior of the room. The new business that was moving in had requested that everything be 

left just as it was; they said the restful ambiance would be just perfect for their clients. 

  And it had been perfect for Susan too. In fact she wished she could have something like it at 

home. Her husband was always saying she lived in a ruddy dream world, that she’d always been 

wrapped in cotton wool. And lately she’d felt he was right. She’d found it hard to face looking for 

another job, and  was terrified she would end up in a huge office with those frightening feisty 

feminists who would tar and feather her if they found her out - she, who had looked after Mr 

Howard’s every need – she, who made his tea and coffee at set times (always knocking on his door 

first) -  she, who fended off unpleasant calls or complaints meant for him, and even arranged his 

personal appointments – she, who always obeyed. They would rip her to shreds and expose her as the 

enemy. Or there would be those nail-painted types, all fluff and fancy, strutting their stuff on 

stilettos. Or women that never cooked, hadn’t even made any raspberry jam. Oh God, she thought, 

what will happen to me? And there was just no choice. Her husband kept walking out on council 

labouring jobs, complaining about this, complaining about that. It was so embarrassing trying to 

explain to people, to the neighbours. She couldn’t even remember what she’d ever seen in him in the 

first place. God knows what sort of father he’d have made. It was just as well they hadn’t been able 

to have any children. What would they have turned out like with him for a father? Lazy, messy, 

inconsiderate and insensitive, not the well-behaved, well brought-up children that passed this 

building everyday on their way to school in a neat orderly file. Maybe she could get a job as a school 

secretary? she wondered. But there again, maybe not. 

  So Susan was worried. She was worried about what was going to happen to her, and she’d kept 

watering the rubber plant in the window over the last few weeks, until it had finally surrendered its 

leaves. Only one was left hanging on. 

 Around 3pm the last client arrived in reception. He was half an hour early. He sank into an easy 

chair, and after glancing uneasily around the room, he reached for a Private Eye magazine. Susan felt 

obliged to look busy, but she couldn’t really carry on with some packing in front of the client, so she 

turned the pages of the appointment diary, going over the last few weeks with a Parker pen poised in 

her well-manicured hand. But she found nothing to note, nothing to write. The only efforts of 

communication in the room were the deep gargles of the water dispenser and the low murmurings 

from behind the closed door, a rise and fall of changing intonations with an occasional eruption of 

volume, which Susan ignored, but the client didn’t.  

 

       * 

 

Meanwhile, John Howard sat uncharacteristically slumped in his consulting chair, his rounded 

paunch protruding over his belt. He was straining to listen to the man who sat opposite him across 

the mahogany desk. He’d heard it all before. John’s usual poker-backed stature, a legacy from his 

public schooldays, had  been beaten down like a badly hammered nail that meets resistance. He’d 

just being witnessing the usual routine from a forty-something male. It wasn’t that he stereotyped 

people, you understand, but nevertheless there were undeniable patterns. 

 He’d watched the patient pick at the flanged cord on the arm of his chair. He’d observed him 

avoid eye contact by glancing restlessly around the room, at the framed pictures, at the framed 

certificates. He’d observed him shift around in his seat, splay his legs wider and wider, as each 

question was fended off, fenced and parried in a battle of wits. At any moment John knew the man 

was likely to leap to his feet in indignation and pace around the room like a hunted and wounded 

animal, before thumping something hard in a final annihilating protest. There was still a dimple in 

the back of the door from a few years ago, where John had been caught off guard. He could still see 



the fist being brandished. Thankfully there had been no permanent damage; you could hardly see the 

dent in the door from a distance. 

 But today, progress was slower. If only he could harness this patient, get him to be still, to 

quietly reflect. If the man crossed his legs, it would be signal of some acquiescence, some lowering 

of defences, some way to move forward. But this man was a stubborn case, and John was tired. 

 ‘I’ve been coming to you for months,’ the patient complained, ‘but I feel just the same. I’m so 

depressed, tired all the time. I can’t concentrate at work. And my wife is threatening to leave me if I 

can’t pull myself together. I don’t know what to do! And I just can’t afford to carry on with a new 

therapist - the bills are crippling me.’ He thumped his fist on the arm of the chair in emphasis. John 

raised his eyebrows. 

     ‘Well, Mr Evans, you’re repressed. That is the problem,’ John explained. ‘You’re still not 

acknowledging the problems in your childhood which we have discussed at some considerable 

length. Your low self-esteem has led to your depression. But if you work through your feelings about 

your mother and the way she treated you, you will become less conflicted. You’ll be free of the past. 

A new you, I assure you. All this gesticulating won’t help you either.’ He knitted his shaggy dark 

eyebrows together for emphasis. 

 As a clinical psychologist, this was his psychodynamic brand of treatment, although his friend 

Sandy, who had moved into cognitive approaches, believed behavioural and thinking adjustments 

were the proven interventions. They frequently argued their respective cases, every time Sandy came 

to dinner. And he came weekly as John’s wife, Vivien, found him such good company. John would 

explain that people were just like pebbles on the beach: inherently of different colours, grades and 

composition but moulded by their formative years, environment, and by ‘attrition’ with other 

‘stones’, thereby making them what they were at any given time. By examining people’s individual 

make-up and influences, you could tease out the contributory factors to their dis-ease and 

psychodynamically heal through enlightenment. Sandy would call him an old fossil in return, 

provoking lightly-suppressed giggles from Vivien. 

 ‘But all this rooting around in the past just makes me feel worse!’ the patient was complaining, 

breaking in on John’s reflections. 

 ‘Well that’s to be expected at first. It can be a painful process.’ 

 ‘But it’s taking too long…I can’t go on like this.’ 

 ‘Well I’m sure my replacement therapist can help you further. I’m afraid we’re out of time now 

Mr Evans. But I wish you the best of luck.’ 

 John went over to the basin in the corner, signalling the end of the session. With his small feet 

placed neatly together with military precision, he proceeded to wash his large blunted hands, which 

always smelled of the Palmolive soap he used. Mr Evans sloped out with hunched shoulders, a burst 

balloon, dreading the payment of another fat fee for professional services rendered. 

 John sat back down, swung the chair around to face the window again and sighed. Work had 

been harder over the last few years. People expected such quick results these days. The problem was 

that his own traditional practice of psychological assessment and ensuing psychotherapy just could 

not be rushed. Maybe he was an old fossil after all, he wondered, shaking his head. He thought of the 

patient who’d just left, a tough case of early neglect, who wasn’t living up to his potential - like so 

many of them: too much love, not enough love, too much indulged, too much neglect. He hoped Mrs 

Brown would give Mr Evans one of her smiles as he wrote out his cheque. 

 

       * 

 

The time came for John to see his very last patient. But the young man who had arrived earlier had  

unfortunately been kept waiting. He hadn’t been able to find any other magazines that interested 



him; as a resident of central London, he drew the line at Country Living. And the repeating 

altercations vibrating through the consultation room door had ratched up his tensions, forcing him to 

finally spring out of his easy chair and declare to Susan that he was leaving. She had tried to calm 

him down, but she’d had to resort to begging him to keep the appointment, as it was Mr Howard’s 

very last consultation before retiring. The young man had finally agreed. 

 As John listened to this young man’s problems with ‘nothing in particular, just life in general’, as 

he kept putting it, and  endured his ‘What’s the point of it all?’ questions, which were the same 

questions he’d asked last time, John began to confront his own retirement in more detail. His wife 

had told him how it would be: ‘You can spend more time at your club. You can play more golf. You 

can even spend more time on your choir singing, although what you see in it I don’t know…and we 

can have more dinner parties…’ 

 ‘You ought to live it up a bit, John!’ Sandy would chip in, as he always seemed to be visiting. 

 But John wasn’t really sure. He knew he was tired of hearing about people’s inner angst, tired of 

trying to shield himself from it. Even if he was a fossil, hadn’t he been eroded too? And yes, the 

singing was something he enjoyed, he made a good tenor. But the club, the golf? He found people 

boring, predictable for the most part, and as for their stupid jokes, well he just couldn’t laugh at 

them, and he certainly couldn’t ‘tell’em’. No, his heart was not in these activities, he went along to 

them simply to give his wife the space she said she needed. And although the golf was good 

exercise, he’d rather drive his car into the country, take a walk, and have lunch at a country pub. Or 

maybe he could try some ballroom dancing? He’d  always fancied that, especially the Argentine 

tango. But Vivien had never been interested. And then there was his son. Maybe he could see more 

of Leo. But Leo was a bit of a disappointment in becoming a journalist – all that coarse questioning 

of people, and delving into their personal lives to sell a story. No, he and Leo had never been very 

close. John really wasn’t sure what he was going to do. 

 And then there was this building, 25 Portland Place. At one time there’d been a full list of 

professional names, with post-nominal letters forming hieroglyphs to decipher, etched into the shiny 

brass plaque outside the marbled entrance. But for years now they’d had trouble renting out the 

office spaces. The whole of the building was being sold and was going to become a Reiki healing 

centre. Reiki, of all things. All that channelling of healing life energies, laying on of hands and 

spiritual regenerative claptrap, trendy nonsense that he couldn’t believe would last. There would be 

no more proper patients, no more proper secretaries, no more Mrs Browns, just  hippies with 

dreadlocks wearing kaftans and chanting. He just couldn’t imagine it. Not here. 

 

       * 

 

At 5pm the hour had finally come. John Howard had done his last consultation. He had told the 

previous patient that things would work out, that he would find some meaning, that he wasn’t alone 

with these feelings, they were valid realisations that could be used to his own advantage in time. Of 

course this wasn’t John’s usual approach, and he had very much surprised himself. But somehow, on 

this occasion it had felt appropriate, and the young man had left, having seemed to have gained a 

measure of reassurance. He even shook John’s hand. 

 After washing his hands again, John had sat gazing out of the window for the last time, while 

Susan cleared their desks and did some final packing up of books and personal items. All the packing 

boxes were to be collected and delivered the next day. There was nothing else to do but leave, and 

for a change she and John were leaving together, to which they were highly unaccustomed. 

 ‘It looks so empty,’ she said. 

 ‘It does indeed,’ John said, staring hard at the bared surfaces stripped of their use, as he helped 

her put on her coat. 



 ‘I’ve something for you.’ Susan reached into her pocket and pressed an envelope into his 

Palmolive-scented hands. 

 As they passed the gleaming iron railings and set foot on the dank pavement, they shivered in the 

cold, making them feel more keenly the tension of the moment. Susan suddenly slipped on some 

leaves plastered onto the concrete, but John’s arm shot out to steady her. 

   ‘Thank you,’ she said. 

 As she looked at him he could see her eyes were brimming with moisture. He’d seen so many 

faces looking like this, faces full of emotion, faces just about to cry – but never hers before. Never 

hers. He felt rather uncomfortable about it, and wanted to get the moment over with. 

   ‘Well good luck to you,’ he said sharply. 

   ‘Good luck to you too,’ she said in a clipped bright tone. 

 They took one more look at the elegant Georgian facade of 25 Portland Place, then turning away 

from each other they took their respective routes in opposite directions - Susan towards the nearest 

tube station, John to his black BMW, parked is his regular private space a few blocks away. 

 The street lamps shone torch beams of orange light onto the cold pavements making the leaves 

glitter and glisten, whilst the sounds of the city intruded upon their thoughts: the whine of distant 

sirens, the rumble of car engines and trains, heels pounding concrete, all mingling into a hypnotic 

droning, a droning that urged them both to forget, to be swept along, to be absorbed into a nameless, 

faceless mass of confusion. 

 John immediately started his customary quick-step marching. But his forward attention became 

dragged back by the feel of the envelope clutched tightly in his hand. He slowed up a little and he 

opened it. The front of the card read ‘Happy Retirement’ , and underneath this sentiment was a man 

wearing a tweed cap, swinging a club. It was predictable of course, she knew he played golf, but the 

picture made him shrink back with some force, and he was brought to a stand still, while passers-by 

shouldered him out of their way. But instead of reacting in his customary way to such disregarding 

rudeness, he opened the card to read the message. It was just what you might expect, urging him to 

enjoy his free time. But there was something odd - she had signed it Susan. Not Mrs Brown, which 

they had maintained all these years for the sake of professionalism. But Susan. He had never thought 

of her as Susan before. And she had put her telephone number on the card as well, in case any other 

business matters came up she said; she knew he probably wouldn’t have her details handy at home. 

Always practical, always considerate, always kind…..always there for him, he thought. And a 

creeping realisation dawned upon him. He wouldn’t be likely ever to see her again, and it didn’t feel 

right, not right at all.  

 Steeling himself for yet another shove from an anonymous member of the human race bearing 

down upon him, he gave a retaliatory thrust of his shoulder this time, knocking them sideways as he 

turned around. He resumed his quick march in the opposite direction. 

 Susan heard some light footsteps approaching faster behind her and looked around in alarm. 

When she saw it was John, the alarm slipped from her face, to be replaced by worry, then 

excitement, then disbelief, all in rapid succession which revealed her inner turmoil.  

 ‘So glad I caught you before the tube,’ John said breathlessly, coming to a halt and shuffling 

from side to side to keep warm. ‘ I know this may be a little unorthodox…and please excuse me if 

it’s too forward…but… could I buy you a coffee? Do you think you have time, Susan…for a 

coffee?’ 

   Susan’s wide-eyed look slowly gave way to a small smile. ‘Well…yes, I think that would be 

alright. I’ve got about an hour.’ She paused. ‘But I thought Mrs Howard was giving you a retirement 

party?’ 



   ‘Oh…yes. I’d forgotten about that.’ He pulled his shaggy eyebrows together for a moment, then 

brightened. ‘Oh I’m sure I won’t be missed. Sandy will be there, and he always keeps Vivien well 

entertained. Anyway, I never have enjoyed parties, you know.’ 

  ‘Really? Neither have I. They always make me nervous. I never know what to talk about.’ 

 John smiled. ‘That’s because you don’t waste words, isn’t it? It’s an admirable quality, you 

know.’ He paused. ‘Have you ever tried ballroom dancing, Susan? I imagine you’d be very good at 

it. Have you ever tried the Argentine tango?’ 

 ‘Well I did some ballroom a long time ago, not sure about the tango though, but I love dancing. 

Why?’ 

 ‘Oh, just wondering. Look, there’s a place we can go for a coffee on the other side of the square,’ 

he said. ‘Oh, and please call me John, won’t you?’ 

 Heads bowed in conversation, they turned together into the gardens of the square, and their dark  

silhouettes disappeared through the trees. 
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