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​Chapter 1: The Doctor's Chair

​
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Marcus had already finished his first cup by the time Diane Cho unlocked the front door. It was 6:42 a.m.—the digital clock on his desk glared in bloodshot red—and the building’s automated lights ticked awake, strip by strip, banishing the shadows of last night’s cleaning crew. His office had no view; he preferred it that way. Windows led to distractions, and Marcus did not believe in distractions. If he’d ever had a family to frame, he wouldn’t have put them on his desk either.

Instead, he had order. Every book—leather-bound, mostly unread, arranged by subject and Dewey Decimal on the custom shelves—sat with the spines flush and perpendicular to the cherrywood wall. The single plaque behind him—a framed American Psychological Association citation, his mother’s last gift—was centered with millimeter precision, held up by a picture hanger rated for five times its weight. In front of Marcus, the visitor’s chair sat untouched, an empty relic upholstered in brown vinyl. He could count on one hand the patients who’d shifted it off-axis; none had ever noticed, but Marcus always did.

He was two pages into the Hesterman file, three strokes into his second mug, and halfway through a legal pad’s worth of staccato notations by the time Diane’s heels started clicking down the corridor. She appeared in his doorway, black pencil skirt, hair yanked into a bun that threatened to shiv anyone who got too close, and slapped his schedule onto the edge of his desk without breaking stride.

“You know normal people have homes they go back to, right?” she said.

Marcus didn’t look up. “I’ve found normal people to be overrated.”

“Mm. You should try it sometime,” Diane said, already reciting the day’s schedule from memory. “Mendoza at eight. Carter at nine-fifteen. Voss wants your input on the Thompson assessment before lunch. Then you’re double-booked for afternoon intakes unless you want to reschedule the diabetic guy with the foot thing. Up to you.”

“Keep them both,” Marcus said. He made a note in the margin: ‘reframe for compliance.’ “What happened to the intern?”

“Canceled. Strep, or a hangover. Jury’s out. Anything else?”

He allowed himself a blink. “No.”

She exhaled—contempt or amusement, impossible to tell—and vanished, a phantom conjured by corporate necessity and sustained by inertia.

Left alone, Marcus tapped the end of his pen against the mahogany in a rhythmic Morse. His handwriting, though tight and spidery, mapped out the day’s trenches: potential crises, likely compliance failures, hidden triggers tucked inside clinical language. Hesterman—executive, white male, early fifties, clings to the vocabulary of war wounds to justify his garden-variety depression—was up first. The man would probably try to shake his hand and Marcus would allow it, because studies had shown the positive impact of brief, neutral touch in therapeutic settings. After that, Carter, whose obsessive rituals about deadbolting doors had crossed the line from quirky to paralyzing. She would cry. They almost always did.

The coffee machine hissed from down the hall, filling the building with its burnt-bean aroma and promise of salvation. Somewhere, the elevator dinged. He heard Diane field a phone call, her voice flat as a level. It was all routine, all necessary. Marcus let it wash over him. His nervous system accepted the familiar as a kind of narcotic, an inoculation against chaos. Even the pen-tapping was measured, never anxious—fifty beats per minute, like a mechanical heart.

He glanced at the clock again: 6:54. Enough time to finish the prep, zero time for second-guessing. The morning sunlight probably slanted through someone else’s office right now, illuminating family photos, child-drawn rainbows, inspirational desk plaques. In Marcus’s domain, there was only procedure, and a practiced disregard for sentimentality.

He turned the page on Hesterman and started a new column of notes.

​

The building didn’t open for another fifteen minutes, but Marcus was already perched behind his desk with the patience of a gargoyle. He could have waited in his car, watched the sunrise bleed out behind the Chase Bank sign, listened to WBEZ rehash the city’s overnight body count. But Marcus Hale believed in environment as destiny. He preferred the silent halls of 7B, their off-white corridors and tan lobby carpet cleaner and more honest than his own living room, the air so loaded with recycled ions that his lungs practically sighed in relief.

On Mondays, he gave himself half an hour to arrange and rearrange the office for maximum cognitive ease. The desk was a wide rectangle of polished mahogany, dull with use but still lord of its domain. Marcus set out his laptop and notepad at right angles, pen at twelve o’clock, a fat blue file folder already cracked open to the day’s first disaster. Shelves lined the west wall, packed with leather-bound journals arranged by DSM code and color, never author. Not even Dewey could have deciphered the logic—Marcus sorted books the same way he sorted people: by problem, not name.

Behind him, hung dead center over his leather high-back, was his only decoration: a framed, nondescript APA award for ‘Exceptional Practice and Contribution,’ the font so bland it could have been produced by an IBM Selectric. There were no family photos, no child’s crayon scrawl pinned to the wall, not even a plant. On the far corner of the desk stood a single gray coffee mug with a strip of blue painter’s tape on the handle. The tape had “HALE” scrawled on it in block letters, a joke from the janitorial staff. The mug had never once made it out of the office.

The visitor’s chair opposite him was an ergonomic afterthought, always perfectly square to the desk, never even slightly angled as if someone had lingered, or shifted, or reached for his hand.

He’d been reading the file for seven minutes—Raymond Oss, male, 38, something-something trauma, probable somatic overlay—when he heard the distinctive scrape of the main lock followed by the signature clop of Diane Cho’s knockoff Louboutins. The building’s echo did nothing to muffle her, but that was a Diane thing. Why apologize for existing?

She came through the frosted glass door with a clutch of mail and dropped a printed schedule square on his keyboard. No eye contact, just the tap of schedule-on-plastic and her voice, still morning rough:

“You know normal people have homes they go back to, right?”

Marcus didn’t look up. “I have a home, Diane. You’ve met it.”

“It’s not a home if it only contains frozen lasagna and an ergonomic couch,” she said, sorting envelopes into a fan like a blackjack dealer. “Also, happy Monday.”

He flipped to the intake notes, scratched a single line with his pen. “Depression’s not a disease, it’s a maladaptive evolutionary strategy. Read Seligman.”

“Why do you say things like that?”

“It’s efficient,” Marcus said, and tapped his pen twice, a faint wood-on-mahogany drumroll that he would not have noticed even if she threatened him with a letter opener.

Diane peeled off his first appointment summary and stabbed it in his direction. “You’re starting at nine sharp. Kid’s already in the parking lot. Mom’s got that ‘pharmaceuticals only’ look to her.”

“Noted.”

“You want a refill?” she asked, nodding at his mug, still half full and cooling by the second.

“I’ll finish this first. Waste not.”

Diane rolled her eyes in a kind of low-grade, affectionate exasperation and exited, heels receding down the hall, mail flapping under her arm.

Marcus scanned the schedule: seven appointments, three carryovers from last week, one walk-in scheduled by corporate, likely a favor for a donor’s son. He’d have to shoehorn his paperwork into the thirty-minute lunch block, unless someone flaked, which he’d learned never to count on. He’d seen precisely zero no-shows in the last twenty-eight working days.

He closed the file. In the silence of the office, his senses sharpened to the ambient noises: coffee machine hissing in the distant break room, elevator doors thunking somewhere below, the tinkle of change from the vending machine as a nurse downed her fifth Diet Coke. Marcus let the silence stretch, then tapped his pen three more times, ratatat. The sound settled him, almost as much as a perfectly balanced chemical equation.

At 8:42, the cleaning crew carted their supplies past his door. One of them—Maria, hair netted, eyes always glancing sideways—peeked in with a look of faint horror at the unbroken order. She’d once told Diane that Dr. Hale must be a serial killer; there was no other explanation for a man that neat, that cold. Marcus didn’t care, as long as nobody shifted his mug.

He spent the next seventeen minutes reading and annotating, marking sections with a thick green highlighter, categorizing patients into bins of risk, compliance, and ‘untreated secondary gain.’ By the time the wall clock buzzed over to 9:00, Marcus was mentally clocked-in for three hours already, utterly ready to face whatever broken offspring corporate was about to throw at him.

He didn’t even bother to finish the coffee. Just set the mug aside, squared his shoulders, and unlocked the door for the first appointment of the week.

​

The first patient of the day came in smelling faintly of overpriced cologne and the metallic stress of the sleep-deprived. His name was Donald Ryerson. Early forties, CFO for a mid-level logistics company, dressed like he expected to be ambushed by CNBC at any moment. Ryerson took the visitor’s chair like it was a negotiation: back straight, hands clasped, knees politely locked. He smiled with the desperate edge of someone who read somewhere that positive attitude increased the likelihood of recovery.

“Morning, Dr. Hale,” he said, and waited for Marcus to say something first.

Marcus didn’t. He just nodded and started the voice memo, blinking the LED on. “You mentioned last week an increase in episodes of what you described as ‘overwhelming dread.’ Frequency?”

Ryerson shifted, as if trying to physically sidestep the question. “Daily. Sometimes more.”

“Intensity?”

A beat. “It’s bad. It’s—sometimes I think I’m dying. That I’ve made some huge error and just forgot it, and everyone’s waiting for me to admit it.”

Marcus didn’t move. “You know, that’s a textbook symptom of maladaptive perfectionism, correct?”

Ryerson half-laughed, then broke: “I mean, yeah, but it feels real. You don’t get it—I don’t want to fuck up and ruin what I’ve worked for.”

“Have you?”

“Have I what?”

“Ruined anything. Or made any measurable, documented error in the past ninety days?”

“No—no, not really, not outside the normal scope.”

Marcus made a brief note. “So, you’re not afraid of the error itself. You’re afraid of being perceived as fundamentally broken. Yes?”

Ryerson stared at him, stricken. “Yeah. Yes. Like if I mess up, it means—” His hands balled tighter. “It means I was always a fraud, and everyone knows it.”

“You’re describing a pattern of negative self-attribution,” Marcus said, steepling his fingers. “Classic impostor syndrome. Not a unique pathology. In fact, it’s among the most boring problems in my profession.”

He let the word hang. Ryerson tried to process it, found no purchase, and finally started to cry. He did it with a kind of mortified efficiency, chin dropped, hands up to hide the tears, but the shoulders shook. Marcus watched in silence for two seconds, then three, then adjusted his glasses and started again, same even tone:

“Your Zoloft prescription is current, correct?”

Ryerson nodded, rubbing his face.

“I’m going to suggest doubling the CBT worksheet volume for this week. You’re not documenting enough. If you don’t write down the triggers, you won’t rewire the underlying cognition. Are you doing your worksheets daily?”

“I—sometimes I forget. Sometimes I just don’t want to—”

“Then you’re not committed to change,” Marcus said. “You understand the logic?”

“I do. I’ll—” Ryerson paused, voice flat. “I’ll try harder.”

“No. You’ll do the work or you won’t. ‘Try’ is a placeholder. We’ll review next session. Any questions?”

Ryerson looked like he might start crying again, but instead collected himself in a practiced movement, straightening his tie and nodding.

“I’m good,” he said. “Thank you, Doctor.”

“Of course.”

Ryerson left as quietly as he’d arrived, pausing only to grip the doorknob like it might offer absolution.

Marcus reset the chair to its original position, wiped down the armrests with a Clorox wipe, and opened the next file. It was a “routine” OCD intake, female, early thirties, presenting with door-locking compulsions that had started interfering with work attendance. Marcus scanned the file as Diane buzzed him over the intercom.

“Client is five minutes early. She looks nervous.”

Marcus pressed the button. “If I had a nickel.”

Diane’s sigh was audible over the static. “Sending her back.”

The door opened again and this time it was a woman with brown hair cropped short, pale and composed except for her left hand, which kneaded her purse strap in a continuous cycle. She sat immediately, as if afraid of being noticed.

“Hi. I’m Rina,” she said.

Marcus checked the form. “You prefer Rina to Katherine?”

“My middle name. I go by Rina.”

He made a correction with the green pen. “You have a pattern of checking the front door. How many times per morning?”

“It’s—it’s variable, but if I’m being honest, at least eight. Usually more if I’m anxious.”

“Describe your process.”

She hesitated, staring down at her shoes. “I check it. I turn the knob three times. I touch the lock. Then I pull on the door—once to make sure it’s closed, and then sometimes again because I can’t remember if I really did it.”

Marcus let her speak until she paused, then: “When did this start?”

“After my mom died. Like, the next week. I know it doesn’t make sense, but—”

“It makes sense,” he cut in. “Stress event, triggering regression to control behaviors. You’re aware of this. Why not stop?”

Rina flinched. “It doesn’t work. I tried. If I don’t do it, I feel like something bad will happen.”

Marcus raised his eyebrows a millimeter. “Define ‘something bad.’”

She shrugged, eyes damp. “I don’t know. That someone will break in, or maybe that my boyfriend will get hurt. That I’ll be blamed.”

“You like control, but you hate responsibility,” Marcus said, jotting a note.

She blinked at him, then frowned. “That’s—kinda mean, don’t you think?”

“It’s factual,” he said, and set the pen down. “You’re not unique, Rina. Ninety percent of OCD patients present with nearly identical symptom clusters. You want predictability. You want to prove you’re not at fault. The rituals create an illusion of mastery. If you want actual improvement, you’ll need to document every compulsion for the next seven days and log any intrusive thoughts verbatim, no self-editing.”

Rina nodded, small and defeated. “I’ll try.”

“Try isn’t sufficient,” Marcus said. “You’ll do it or you won’t.”

She didn’t respond, and for a moment the silence dragged out between them, a dead interval broken only by the faint hum of the wall clock. Marcus leaned back, hands folded, and waited.

Finally, Rina gathered herself, stood, and said, “I’ll see you next week.”

“Same time,” Marcus said, and watched her leave.

He checked the clock. 9:53. He had a four-minute window before his next client. Marcus took it. He left his office and made for the break room, passing a row of closed exam doors and the vague murmur of telemedicine calls behind thin drywall.

He met Dr. Petra Voss by the coffee machine. She was cradling a battered steel mug, her white coat streaked with ink and dotted with protein bar crumbs. Her hair was an academic snarl, held back with a cheap plastic headband. Petra gave him a look that oscillated between annoyance and curiosity.

“You’re three minutes early for once,” she said, flicking the machine to start a fresh cycle.

“I overestimated my last patient’s volubility,” Marcus replied.

“She a crier or a ranter?”

“Quiet. Compliance type.”

“God, send me more of those,” Petra said, then angled her head. “Hey, quick consult: You got a second for something weird?”

Marcus allowed a nod.

“I got a kid in 4A with partial face numbness, no evidence of conversion disorder, negative for Lyme, but mother says he’s seeing ghosts. She swears there’s a smell every time, like burning cloves. Neurology says everything’s normal.”

“Could be an olfactory aura. Did you run EEG?”

“First thing,” Petra said. “Completely clean. I’m thinking somatic, but there’s no secondary gain, no sign of malingering.”

Marcus considered. “Has anyone checked environmental triggers? Mold, carbon monoxide, the usual suspects?”

“Maintenance ran a sweep. Nothing. You know, Marcus, not every problem is a cognition issue.”

He smirked, barely. “I consider it. Then I look at the data.”

Petra snorted. “I bet you do.” She glanced at his mug. “That yours?”

He glanced down at the gray cup. “Janitorial label. More accurate than most intake forms.”

Petra rolled her eyes, but in a way that implied agreement. “Catch you at lunch. Try not to alienate anyone before noon.”

“No promises,” Marcus said, and turned, already receding into his own mental to-do list as he walked back to his office.

He closed the door and, for a full second, just sat there, motionless. Then: three more quick taps of the pen, and he dove into the next file, as methodical and emotionless as a forensic technician cataloging evidence.

​

By six-thirty the building had emptied itself out, flushing the Monday wreckage into the night. The janitors would come later—bleach and ammonia, ghosting through the halls like chemical exorcists—but for now the air held only the aftertaste of microwaved soup and leftover tension. Marcus packed his laptop into its padded sleeve, reset every chair to perfect alignment, and considered the contents of his inbox. Most days, he’d be halfway to the lakefront by now, timing his run to coincide with the lowest-traffic window on Lakeshore. Today, he lingered. He told himself he needed to finish paperwork, but the only real reason was inertia.

From the corridor, the click of Diane’s heels returned, slower than usual. She appeared in the doorway with a gray wool coat pulled snug and a three-inch file folder pinched under her arm.

“Closing time,” she said, then flapped the file once, a dog-eared flag of war. “You got a new one. Referral from North Clark. They said ‘urgent but not ER-level.’ I’m not clear if that’s a good thing or just a budget thing.”

Marcus extended a hand. “Patient name?”

She slid the folder across the desk without drama. “Raymond Oss. Thirty-eight, former teacher. Had a meltdown at the Jewel. Pushed a display into a customer and started screaming about something in his chest.”

“Drugs?”

“Not that they could find. They did tox; he’s cleaner than you are. Cops didn’t charge him, just... paperwork shuffle. He’s scheduled for eight a.m. intake. Referring doc wants a full workup, psych eval, medical clearance, the works.”

Marcus popped the folder open, scanning with his usual disregard for narrative: emergency report, prior history (neat columns of trauma, anxiety, nothing flashy), the most recent entry in a looping scrawl from a GP who apparently wrote left-handed while driving over potholes.

“Sounds like a fun one,” Diane said. She was already halfway out the door, voice trailing off. “Don’t work too late.”

He grunted. “No promises.”

The file was heavier than most. It contained a thin stack of test results, a list of previous addresses, and two intake forms stapled together, each annotated in a different hand. The police report was the most concise, describing the outburst as “unpredictable and possibly dangerous,” but they’d released Oss after six hours and a battery of labs.

Marcus noted the details with a kind of detached satisfaction, like seeing an unsolved Sudoku: challenge, but no real stakes. He flipped to the psych referral at the back. The doctor’s note was classic North Side, equal parts urgency and blame deflection: “Pt. claims physical sensation in chest, describes as ‘creature trying to get out.’ Possible delusional component, rule out somatic disorder or emerging psychosis. Refer for urgent eval.”

Marcus’s eyes narrowed at the phrase “creature trying to get out.” He’d seen variations on the theme—parasites, snakes, even one case of a woman convinced she was growing a set of gills—but the violence was a new angle. He paused just long enough for the phrase to tickle some deep, underused part of his memory, then annotated the margin in his tiny, compressed handwriting: “Somatic delusion, probable origin trauma. Consider atypical antipsychotic only if Sx escalate.”

He closed the file and stacked it on top of tomorrow’s schedule. The office was silent now, save for the hum of HVAC and the distant shudder of a janitorial cart. Marcus found his coffee mug—lukewarm at best, but it would serve—and finished it in three measured gulps. He set it in the center of the desk, directly on the ring of dried coffee where it always went.

He stood for a long moment, staring at nothing in particular, letting the data roll and reorganize itself behind his eyes. For the first time all day, he looked unguarded, not so much vulnerable as freshly rebooted, as if the thought of a chest-dwelling monster was the closest thing he’d had to novelty in months.

Outside, the city flexed its darkness against the windows, neon shivering on the glass. Marcus reached for his keys, flicked off the desk lamp, and let his shadow stretch across the empty office before him.
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​Chapter 2: Raymond

​
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The next morning, the Hale Behavioral Health office felt even more antiseptic than usual. Something about the too-bright March sunlight slanting in through the frosted glass, catching the cheap synthetic carpet in just the right angle, made the entire reception area look radioactive. Marcus barely registered the difference—he lived in a perpetual state of overexposed.

He was two slugs deep into his morning coffee, dark roast with the approximate flavor of disappointment, when Diane buzzed his phone.

“Your eight o’clock’s in. Says he’ll wait, but looks like he hasn’t slept since Clinton was in office.”

“Send him back,” Marcus said, clicking his pen three times before the words finished leaving his mouth.

Raymond Oss entered the office like he was expecting it to hit him back. He was taller than the average midwestern shut-in—maybe six-two—but stooped in a way that subtracted four inches off the top. Dressed in a windbreaker that had to be ten years old, raw denim jeans that could have stood up by themselves. His eyes were little engine rooms of insomnia, lids scored with red. There was something theatrical about the way Raymond held his chest, right palm flattened just below the collarbone, as if he was physically holding the sternum together with willpower and t-shirt fabric.

Marcus didn’t rise. “Raymond. Take a seat.”

He sat. Not all at once; it was a process, every joint telegraphing a fresh reluctance. Marcus thumbed the folder open. He had already scanned the entire file last night, but reading it in front of the patient was a ritual, and he believed in rituals more than most priests.

“You’d like to talk about last week,” Marcus said.

Raymond nodded, slow. The motion set off a kind of shiver down the right side of his neck.

“It’s worse at night,” Raymond said. His voice was pitched weirdly low, a raw scrape from somewhere below the throat. “I thought if I just got some sleep, it’d—” He cut off, eyes wandering.

“Describe what you feel,” Marcus said, already jotting down ‘affect: flat, verbal latency high, physical distress pronounced.’

“It’s like something’s moving under the skin. Sometimes cold, sometimes... I don’t know. Like something’s wriggling between the ribs.” Raymond gave a tiny laugh at that, no humor in it. “I know how that sounds.”

“Plenty of people describe physical symptoms that don’t track with medical testing,” Marcus said. “Did you bring your prior medical records?”

Raymond fished a half-folded envelope from his jacket, slid it across the desk without looking up. Marcus scanned: clean EKG, negative tox, standard neuro check—all as per last night’s fax. He didn’t even bother pretending to read it for longer than three seconds.

“No history of hallucination. No prior psychiatric care?” Marcus asked.

“No. First time for everything,” Raymond muttered. His hand went back to his chest, thumb tracing a circle around the topmost rib.

“Have you ever lost time?” Marcus asked.

That got a reaction. A blink, then two. Raymond’s lips thinned out, and for a second Marcus thought the man might bolt, or possibly vomit.

“Yes,” he said, barely audible.

“How long?”

“Last week... maybe an hour? My wife—Greta—she said I was just standing in the kitchen, holding a knife, like I was sleepwalking. I don’t remember picking it up.” He coughed, a bark that left his hand shaking. “I wasn’t gonna use it. Not on her. I wouldn’t—”

“I’m not a judge,” Marcus said. He meant it, too. “You said ‘it’s worse at night.’ Expand.”

“Sometimes, it’s like I’m not even real. Like I’m seeing myself in a movie, and I don’t have any lines.” His leg started up a nervous jiggle, heel clicking against the carpet with arrhythmic energy. “Then it gets cold. Even when it isn’t. My skin, my teeth—I can feel them freezing.”

“Temperature hallucinations can be stress related. Or linked to seizures. But your EEG was clear.” Marcus clicked the pen. “Any voices?”

Raymond took longer this time. “Yes.”

“Describe them.”

“They’re not voices, exactly. It’s more like a—like a suggestion. Like when you’re about to sneeze and your brain’s just waiting for it to happen. But sometimes I can hear... breathing. Sometimes whispering.”

Marcus nodded, jotting down ‘auditory pseudo-hallucinations, ego-dystonic.’ He closed the file, folded his hands. “Do you believe you’re
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