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Chapter 1 - The Worst Patient.
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I know she will be a problem the second she sits in my chair.

Most patients avoid eye contact. They grip the armrests. They wait for me to lead.

She leans back like she owns the room.

“Try not to judge me,” she says, smiling like this is a joke we share. “It’s been a while.”

I close her file. I don’t need it yet. I can already see enough.

Plaque sits thick along her molars. Her gums are swollen, red at the edges. There is a small dark line near the back tooth on the left. Early decay. Maybe more.

“It’s been more than a while,” I say.

She shrugs. “Life happens.”

I put on gloves. Snap. Tight. Clean.

“Open.”

She does, but slow. Like she is doing me a favor.

I lean in. The light hits her teeth. I see bleeding at the gumline. I see where she brushes too hard in the front and not enough in the back. I see neglect dressed up as bad luck.

“When was your last cleaning?” I ask.

She makes a sound. Half laugh, half cough.

“Define last.”

I sit back. I look at her.

“This is not a guessing game.”

She lifts one shoulder again. “Two years? Three? I had a kid. That kind of resets your calendar.”

I glance at the chart now. Missed appointments. Two cancellations. No follow-through.

“You booked here six months ago,” I say. “You did not show up.”

She smiles again. It is quick. Defensive.

“I meant to.”

“That does not help your teeth.”

She exhales through her nose. “You’re very... direct.”

“I am accurate.”

She tilts her head. Studies me. Like she is deciding what kind of man I am.

I go back in. Mirror. Probe.

“Any pain?” I ask.

“Sometimes.”

“Where?”

She hesitates. That tells me more than her answer.

“Back here,” she says, tapping the wrong side.

I move the tool to the left molar. Press. She flinches.

“Here,” I say.

She looks annoyed. “Fine. There.”

“Sharp pain or dull?”

“Depends on the day.”

I press again. She jerks.

“That is not a day-to-day issue,” I say. “That is a cavity that is getting worse.”

She closes her mouth around the words. I pull back.

“I brush,” she says. “Twice a day.”

“You brush the front,” I say. “You miss the back.”

Her eyes narrow. “You watched me?”

“I can see the result.”

Silence sits between us for a beat.

Most patients drop it here. They nod. They accept.

She doesn’t.

“Maybe I just have bad genes,” she says.

“No,” I say. “This is habit.”

Her jaw tightens. I see it even before she looks away.

I make a note. Short. Clear.

We will need X-rays. Cleaning. Filling. Maybe more if she waits longer.

“Open,” I say again.

She does, but slower this time.

I work in silence. I chart what I see. I keep my movements steady. Clean lines. Clear steps.

She fidgets.

Her foot taps the base of the chair. Once. Twice. Again.

“Try to stay still,” I say.

“I am still.”

“You are moving.”

She sighs. Loud enough to make a point.

“You’re fun,” she says.

“I am not here to entertain you.”

“No, you’re here to judge me.”

“I am here to fix the problem.”

She laughs. Short. Sharp.

“You say that like I’m a broken car.”

“If you ignore maintenance, you get damage,” I say. “That is not judgment. That is fact.”

She looks at the ceiling. “You must be great at parties.”

“I do not go to parties.”

“I can tell.”

I ignore that. I finish the exam. I remove my gloves.

“We need X-rays,” I say. “Then we plan treatment.”

She sits up halfway. “Do we have to do all that today?”

“Yes.”

She hesitates. Her eyes flick to the door.

“Is there a rush?” she asks.

“Yes.”

“It doesn’t hurt that bad.”

“It will.”

She presses her lips together. I see the push and pull in her face. Cost. Time. Fear. All of it.

“We can space it out,” she says. “Do a bit now, a bit later.”

“You already chose later,” I say. “This is the result.”

Her smile fades. Just a little.

Before she can answer, the door opens.

A small body slips in.

“Mama?”

I turn. A boy stands in the doorway. Maybe six. Maybe seven. Backpack half open. One shoe untied.

He looks at me like I am the problem.

“I told you to wait outside,” she says, sitting up now.

“I was bored.”

“This is not a place for bored.”

He walks in anyway. Climbs onto the spare chair like he does this all the time.

“Are you fixing her teeth?” he asks me.

“Yes,” I say.

“Good,” he says. “She eats candy at night.”

She groans. “Traitor.”

He grins. “You said don’t lie.”

I look at her.

She lifts her hands. “Okay, that was once.”

“It was three times,” the boy says.

I pick up the chart again. “Frequency matters.”

She glares at me. “Are you taking his side?”

“I am taking the side of your teeth.”

The boy swings his legs. He looks around the room. Touches the tray before I can stop him.

“Don’t touch that,” I say.

He freezes. Looks at me.

She steps in. “Hey, hands in your lap.”

He drops them, slow. Watches me.

“What’s your name?” I ask him.

“Leo.”

“Leo,” I say, “this room has sharp tools. You need to sit still.”

“I can sit still,” he says.

He cannot. His legs start again. Tap. Tap.

She reaches over and stills his knee.

“Sorry,” she says. “No sitter today.”

I nod once. I go back to her.

“We still need X-rays,” I say.

She looks at Leo. Then at me.

“Can he stay?” she asks.

“If he stays quiet and does not move.”

Leo salutes. “Yes, sir.”

I do not smile.

We set up for X-rays. I position the sensor. She pulls back the first time.

“It’s uncomfortable,” she says.

“It is necessary.”

She shifts again.

“Bite down,” I say.

She does, but loose.

“Firm,” I say.

She bites harder. Too hard.

“Not like that,” I say. “Steady.”

She pulls it out. “You keep changing the rules.”

“I am correcting you.”

Leo laughs. “Mama, you’re bad at this.”

She points at him. “You’re next.”

He goes quiet.

I take the image. Then another.

She fidgets between each one. Adjusts. Complains.

“This is why people avoid dentists,” she says.

“People avoid problems,” I say. “Then they get worse.”

She rolls her eyes. “You must have that on a poster somewhere.”

“I do not need a poster.”

Leo leans forward. “Do I have to get that thing in my mouth?”

“Not today,” I say.

“Good.”

We finish the set.

I pull the images up on the screen. I turn it so she can see.

“Here,” I say, pointing. “Decay on the left molar. Early signs on the right. Gum recession in the front.”

She leans in. Squints.

“That looks... not great.”

“It is not.”

Leo squints too. “What’s that black spot?”

“Trouble,” I say.

He nods like that makes sense.

She sits back. Crosses her arms.

“How much is this going to cost?” she asks.

I give her a range. Clear. No soft edges.

Her face changes. Not shock. More like math.

“We can’t do all of that now,” she says.

“You need to start,” I say.

“I said we can’t.”

“You said that before.”

She leans forward. “Look, I get it. I messed up. But I have a kid. Rent. School. Life.”

I hold her gaze. “Pain does not wait for a good time.”

She laughs again. No humor in it.

“Everything waits when you don’t have money,” she says.

Leo watches us. Quiet now.

I lower my voice.

“We can prioritize,” I say. “This tooth first. Then we plan the rest.”

She studies me. Looking for something.

“And you won’t lecture me every time?” she asks.

“I will tell you what is needed.”

“That sounds like a yes.”

“It sounds like honesty.”

She leans back. Runs a hand through her hair.

“Fine,” she says. “Do the one tooth.”

“Today,” I say.

She hesitates.

“Today?” she repeats.

“Yes.”

She looks at Leo again. He shrugs.

“I can sit,” he says. “I won’t touch stuff.”

She exhales. Long.

“Okay,” she says. “One tooth.”

I nod. “We start now.”

I prep the tray. Anesthetic. Syringe. Clean, precise.

She watches every move.

“I hate needles,” she says.

“Most people do.”

“Do you?”

“No.”

“Of course you don’t.”

I step closer. “You will feel a pinch.”

She grips the armrests.

Leo leans forward. “Mama, don’t cry.”

“I’m not going to cry,” she says.

I inject. Slow. Controlled.

She flinches anyway. Breath sharp.

“That’s it,” I say.

“That’s not nothing,” she says.

“It is brief.”

She relaxes a fraction.

We wait for the numbness.

She tests her lip. Frowns.

“I feel weird.”

“That means it is working.”

“I don’t like it.”

“You do not have to like it.”

Leo laughs. “You sound funny.”

She tries to speak. It comes out thick.

“Shuddup.”

He laughs harder.

I turn back to the tray. Give her a moment.

Then I begin.

Drill. Light pressure. Remove decay.

She grips the chair again. Not from pain now. From the sound.

I work steady. No wasted motion.

Leo watches. Wide eyes.

“Is that smoke?” he asks.

“It is normal,” I say.

“It smells funny.”

She makes a sound. Half protest.

“Almost done,” I say.

She nods. Slow.

I fill the cavity. Shape. Smooth. Cure.

I check the bite.

“Close,” I say.

She does.

“Again.”

She does.

“Good.”

I sit back. Remove gloves.

“We are done,” I say.

She opens her eyes. Blinks like she forgot to breathe.

“That was... not terrible,” she says.

“Because we did it on time,” I say.

She gives me a look. There it is again. That push.

“You’re going to ruin your own point,” she says.

“My point stands.”

She swings her legs off the chair.

Leo hops down.

“Is she fixed?” he asks.

“For now,” I say. “If she follows instructions.”

He looks at her. “You won’t.”

She points at him again. “We’ll see.”

I print her aftercare sheet. I hand it to her.

“Soft food today. No chewing on that side. Brush twice. Floss daily.”

She takes the paper. Glances at it.

“Floss daily,” she repeats. “You say that like people actually do it.”

“They should.”

“Should and do are not the same.”

I fold my arms.

“You came here because of what you did not do,” I say.

She stiffens.

“I came here because it hurt,” she says.

“It hurt because of what you did not do.”

Leo looks between us again. Quiet.

She sets the paper down on the tray.

“There it is,” she says.

“What?”

“The lecture.”

“This is not a lecture. This is instruction.”

“It feels the same.”

“Only if you ignore it.”

She laughs. Short. Sharp again.

“You don’t stop, do you?”

“I do not repeat mistakes,” I say. “I prevent them.”

“You don’t know me.”

“I know your chart.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

“It is enough.”

She grabs her bag. Fast. Too fast.

“No,” she says. “It’s not.”

“You need to book the next—”

“I’ll call,” she cuts in.

“You will not,” I say. “You will leave and wait until it hurts again.”

Her eyes flash.

“Maybe I will,” she says. “Maybe that’s my choice.”

“It is a poor one.”

She steps closer. Not enough to touch. Enough to challenge.

“You don’t get to decide that,” she says.

“I decide what is correct.”

“And I decide what I can handle.”

Leo reaches for her hand. She takes it.

“Come on,” she says to him.

I step forward.

“If you walk out now, this will get worse,” I say.

She pauses. Just for a second.

I think she might turn back.

She doesn’t.

She opens the door.

“Bite me,” she says, not even looking back.

Then she walks out mid-sentence, mid-plan, mid-fix.

The door closes.

The room goes quiet again.

I stand there for a moment. Gloves off. Tools clean. Work half done.

I look at her chart.

Missed appointments.

Non-compliant.

High risk.

I add one more note.

Worst patient.

Then I close the file, even though I know this is not over.
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Chapter 2 - Rules vs Reality.
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I open the clinic at 6:45 a.m. every day.

Not 6:50. Not “around seven.”
Six. Forty. Five.
The alarm goes off at 5:30. I don’t hit snooze. I don’t lie there and think. I get up, shower, shave, dress. Same order. Same pace. Same tie knot. I could do it blind.

Routine is not a habit.
Routine is a shield.
By 6:40, I am standing outside the glass doors. The street is still quiet. A delivery truck hums past. The air smells like wet tar and early coffee.

I unlock the door. Turn the key once. Twice. Check it.

Inside, the clinic waits exactly as I left it.

Clean. Still. Controlled.

That matters.

I walk straight to operatory one. The chair sits centered under the light. The tray is empty. Tools are sealed. The surfaces shine. No dust. No smudges.

I run a finger along the edge of the counter anyway.

Nothing.

Good.

I switch on the overhead light. It hums, then floods the room in bright white. No shadows. No hiding places.

I breathe out slowly.

This is how things should be.

Predictable. Measured. Right.

I move from room to room, checking each one. Same steps. Same order. I don’t skip. I don’t rush.

Room two. Fine.
Room three. Fine.
Sterilization bay. Perfect.
The autoclave log sits where it should. I flip through it. Dates. Times. Signatures. All in line.

Order is not about neatness.
Order is proof.
Proof that nothing slipped. Nothing got missed. Nothing will come back to hurt you later.

I learned that the hard way.

I don’t think about that part in full. I don’t need to. The lesson stuck. That’s enough.

I hang my coat in my office. The chair behind my desk faces the door. I never turn it around. I don’t like having my back to anything.

I sit. I open the day’s schedule.

Every slot is filled. Tight spacing. No gaps.

The way I like it.

My assistant, Lindiwe, walks in at 6:58. Two minutes early. She always is.

“Morning, Doctor.”

“Morning.”

She sets her bag down. Washes her hands. No wasted motion.

Good.

We don’t do small talk in the morning. Not before the first patient. Words can wait. Work comes first.

By 7:15, the rest of the staff arrive. The front desk turns on the phones. The system boots up. The coffee machine starts its slow drip.

The clinic wakes, but it stays calm.

It stays under control.

Until I see her name.

I freeze for half a second.

Just half. No one would notice.

But I notice.

Her file sits at the edge of the screen. Red flag next to it. Notes from yesterday. Incomplete consult. Non-compliant. Walked out.

I close the file.

I don’t need to see it again.

“She’s not coming back,” I say.

Lindiwe looks up from the tray she’s setting.

“Who?”

I don’t answer right away. I tap the pen against the desk once.

“The woman from yesterday. The one with the kid.”

Her face shifts. She knows who I mean.

“Oh. Her.”

“Yes. Her.”

“She called this morning.”

I stop tapping the pen.

“What did she say?”

“She asked if she could come back in. She’s in pain.”

Of course she is.

Pain has a way of cutting through excuses.

“No,” I say.

Lindiwe pauses. Just a beat.

“Doctor—”

“No,” I repeat. “She didn’t follow instructions. She left mid-consult. She refused treatment. We don’t reward that.”

I stand. Walk past her. Pick up the first patient file of the day.

Case closed.

Or it should be.

But Lindiwe doesn’t move.

“She has a child,” she says.

I turn slowly.

“That is not relevant.”

“It is to her.”

I hold her gaze.

“This is a clinic, not a charity.”

The words come out flat. Clean. No edge. No heat.

Just fact.

Lindiwe nods, but she doesn’t look convinced.

“She said she’ll pay,” she adds.

“They all say that.”

“She sounded serious.”

“They always do.”

Silence stretches between us.

I break it.

“We have a full schedule. I’m not adding a high-risk patient who won’t comply. It wastes time. It disrupts flow. It puts outcomes at risk.”

I turn back to the file in my hand.

“Book someone else in her slot next week.”

“There is no slot,” she says quietly.

I stop again.

Of course there isn’t.

We don’t leave gaps.

I walk back to the desk. Look at the schedule again. Tight. Efficient. Full.

This is what keeps the clinic running.

This is what keeps things safe.

Behind me, I hear the front desk phone ring. Voices. A laugh. Then quiet again.

Life going on.

Messy. Unplanned.

I don’t allow that in here.

“Doctor,” Lindiwe says, softer now.

I don’t turn this time.

“What?”

“She didn’t leave because she didn’t care.”

I close my eyes for a second.

Here we go.

“Then why did she leave?”

“She looked scared.”

I let out a slow breath.

“People look scared all the time in this chair. That doesn’t give them the right to ignore medical advice.”

“She has a kid. She was trying to keep it together.”

“That is not my responsibility.”

The words come fast now.

“My responsibility is to provide care that works. That means structure. That means rules. If she can’t follow them, she can find another clinic.”

I turn. My voice stays calm. My hands stay still.

Everything stays controlled.

Lindiwe studies me.

“You didn’t even finish the consult,” she says.

“She walked out.”

“You pushed.”

“I set expectations.”

“You cornered her.”

I feel something tighten in my chest.

Small. Sharp.

I push it down.

“I gave her a treatment plan. Clear steps. Clear costs. Clear timeline.”

“You didn’t ask if she could manage it.”

“That’s not my job.”

“It is if you want her to come back.”

“I don’t.”

The room goes quiet again.

We stand there. Two sides. Same space.

I’ve had this conversation before. Not with Lindiwe. With others. In other rooms. Other times.

It always comes down to the same thing.

Control or chaos.

Pick one.

I picked a long time ago.

I don’t switch.

“Fine,” she says at last. “I’ll tell her no.”

She turns to leave.

“Wait.”

The word slips out before I can stop it.

She pauses. Looks back.

I hate that.

I hate reacting without thinking.

“What?” she asks.

I don’t answer right away.

Instead, I walk back to the desk. Sit. Pull her file up again.

Name. Age. Notes.

Single parent. Limited funds. Irregular attendance.

High risk.

High effort.

Low return.

Everything in me says no.

This is exactly the kind of case that breaks systems.

Breaks flow.

Breaks control.

I scroll through the images from yesterday. X-rays. Gum lines. Damage that has been building for years.

Ignored. Delayed. Avoided.

Until now.

Pain forces action. It always does.

But pain also makes people desperate.

And desperate people don’t follow plans.

They cut corners. They skip steps. They disappear.

Then they come back worse.

Then they blame you.

I’ve seen it too many times.

I lean back in the chair.

The memory comes whether I want it or not.

A different patient. Years ago. Early in my career.

I was less strict then.

More flexible.

More willing to “work around things.”

He missed appointments. I let it slide. He ignored care steps. I adjusted. I tried to help.

Then the infection spread.

Then it got serious.

Then it got messy.

He blamed me.

Said I didn’t explain enough. Didn’t push hard enough. Didn’t warn him.

The complaint went through review.

Nothing stuck. Not on paper.

But that doesn’t matter.

What matters is this:

I knew I had let the line blur.

I knew I had allowed exceptions.

And exceptions cost.

I don’t forget that.

I don’t repeat it.

I look at the file again.

This woman. Same pattern.

Different face.

Same risk.

Behind me, I hear Lindiwe shift her weight.

Waiting.

Always waiting for me to bend.

I don’t bend.

I refine.

There’s a difference.

“Bring her in,” I say.

The words land between us.

Lindiwe blinks.

“What?”

“You heard me.”

Her eyes narrow a little. Not in anger. In surprise.

“You said—”

“I changed my mind.”

“Why?”

I don’t answer that.

Because the real answer is not simple.

It’s not about her.

It’s about control.

If I bring her back under my terms, I control the outcome.

If I send her away, I lose that.

She becomes someone else’s problem.

Or worse, no one’s.

And then she comes back later.

Broken. Worse. Blaming.

No.

If this is going to happen, it happens inside my system.

On my rules.

“Call her,” I say. “Offer one slot. Today. After hours.”

“After hours?”

“Yes.”

“That’s your





































































































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
LUKAS ENGELBRECHT





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





