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Jonathan sat on the edge of the exam table, the coolness of the air conditioning chilling his bare torso. The room smelled faintly of antiseptic, and the fluorescent lights buzzed overhead. He’d come to the clinic for a routine heart rate monitor fitting, expecting a quick in-and-out visit. But the nurse, a woman named Felicity with neat blonde hair and a smile that seemed to know too much, had other plans.
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THAT MORNING, BEFORE Jonathan found himself half-dressed in the examination room, before the nurse Miss Felicity’s fingers were brushing against his skin with the softness of something practiced yet intimate ... he had convinced himself that today would be just another ordinary day.

He’d taken the bus from his apartment just after nine, earbuds in, hoodie up, coffee still bitter on his tongue. The city outside the window rolled past in shades of beige and steel, commuters wrapped in their own silence. It had been a Tuesday, gray and forgettable. Rain clung to the glass, a soft drizzle that blurred street signs, covering the day in a hazy smudge.

Hopetoun Medical sat at the corner of two nowhere streets, tucked between a laundromat and a nail salon with a flickering “OPEN” sign. The building was squat and square, its brick facade the color of old rust, the windows tinted just enough to seem suspicious. Inside, the waiting room was coated in a kind of quiet that only medical offices could manage. The TV was on, but muted. The radio tuned to a station playing early 90’s pop, colored by the occasional cough. Outdated magazines on the rack.

He checked in at the front desk, where a woman with flat bangs and horn-rimmed glasses barely looked up. "Take a seat. We’ll call you shortly." He did. He waited. He scrolled through his phone, ignored a call from his work, and tried not to think about the strange tightness in his chest that had brought him here in the first place. It was probably nothing. Stress. Work. Not enough sleep. He would get the test done and life will go back to normal.

Then she called his name.

“Jonathan Denson?”

He looked up.
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