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Chapter 1: First Sessions






The waiting room smelled of cheap air freshener and stale coffee. The chairs were bolted in rows, impossible to move into anything more comfortable. Carol Malone sat in the middle, purse on her lap, coat still buttoned even though it was warm. She had driven herself. Ray had offered to come, but she told him she was fine. She was always fine. But gripping the steering wheel with both hands to keep the car from drifting left on Anderson, she started to wonder if that was a lie she’d told so often it no longer felt like one.

She was forty-three. She had three kids: Tyler, fifteen; Abby, twelve; and little Evan, just eight, who still believed a kiss could fix a scraped knee. The house needed its gutters cleaned. Her husband worked long shifts at the plant. Her body had started doing things she couldn’t explain or recognize. Fatigue came in heavy waves, so thick that some mornings she couldn’t lift her arms to fold laundry. Her left foot dragged when she was tired. Last Tuesday, she dropped a casserole dish because her hand just stopped working for a moment, like a lamp going out when someone pulls the cord. The dish broke into four big pieces on the kitchen tile. Evan came running, and she told him it slipped.

She hadn't told Ray about the dish.

The intake form asked her to describe the reason for her visit in her own words. She wrote: fatigue, some trouble walking, difficulty with household tasks. She stared at it. It looked ridiculous on paper, like a list a lazy person would make. She added: not seeking to avoid responsibilities. Then crossed that out because it made her look worse than the original. She left it with the three items and handed it back to the young woman at the front desk, who smiled at her the way people smile when they're thinking about something else entirely.

Jeanne Mason, MSW, came out to the waiting room herself rather than having the receptionist call Carol's name. That was the first thing Carol noticed—the personal touch, the warmth of it. Jeanne was forty-one, trim and put-together in a cream-colored blouse and sharply pressed black slacks, her blonde hair cut precisely to her jaw in a style that required maintenance. She smiled with her whole face. She extended a hand. Her grip was firm and brief and professional.

"Carol. I'm so glad you came in." She said it warmly and efficiently, like a hostess at a party, her eyes already moving past her guest to check the room.

The office was small but arranged to suggest competence. One wall held diplomas in matching dark frames, hung level and evenly spaced. Carol noticed, without quite meaning to, that all of them were from the same state institution. The continuing education certificates that most clinicians displayed in a small cluster—the weekend trainings, the annual conferences, the specialty certifications—were not there. Just the two degrees and a framed print of sunflowers rolling across an open field, golden and simple and easy to look at.








