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Chapter 1 
 
 
 

“Have the nightmares been getting worse?” 

Timothy Sabian didn’t like being here at his psychiatrist’s office, didn’t like what it 

implied. “No. I mean, they’re about the same.” 

“Well that’s good, then. I’m glad to hear that, Timothy—that they’re not escalating in 

severity.” 

Sometimes they happen when I’m awake, Timothy thought but kept that to himself.  

Dr. Percival looked maybe fifty or so, and even though he was about the age 

Timothy’s father would be, Timothy had never seen him as a father figure. This was a 

different kind of relationship. 

“And the bugs?” the doctor asked. 

“They’re not real.” 

But even as he said the words, Timothy could feel the insects crawling across his 

abdomen.  

In the literature, the feeling was described as “disturbing cutaneous sensations” rather 

than just saying that it felt like bugs crawling on you day and night. Then you had the 

constant itching, which doctors tried to make sound more scientific by naming it pruritus. 



He didn’t want to show Dr. Percival the scars on his arms from the scratching and 

from trying to use the tweezers and the razor blade to dig out the bugs that burrowed into 

his skin. The bandage wrapped around his left arm was keeping the fresh blood hidden 

today. That, and the dark knit, long-sleeved sweater. 

Yet still, Timothy felt the urge to scratch at them, to swat at them, to make them 

somehow, somehow go away. 

Somehow. Go. 

Away. 

But he did not. He just sat still instead and nodded knowingly to his psychiatrist. “No 

bugs. That’s just delusional parasitosis.” 

“That’s right,” Dr. Percival said. “They’re delusions.” 

But Timothy caught a hint of condescension, that subtle shift in tone that meant the 

doctor had moved from believing the patient to trying to understand what the patient 

believed.  

He’d been through this before. 

He’d seen how these things end. 

It meant that empathy was on its way out and a diagnosis was on its way in. And at 

that point, it was just too hard to go back. Once doubt crept in there, the more you 

claimed you weren’t mad, the more convinced they became that you were. 

“We both know there aren’t any bugs,” Dr. Percival went on, “but I’m more curious if 

they’re still bothering you.” 

“All gone,” Timothy said. “I’m not here today about the nightmares or the bugs.” 

“Okay. Tell me why you’re here today.” 



“How do you turn it off?”  

“Turn what off?” 

“The noise, the voices. Is it this way for everyone?” 

“What do you mean?” 

Since he didn’t want his doctor to think he was crazy, Timothy hadn’t brought this up 

before, but today, for some reason, he felt like he needed to talk about it, just to make 

sure, just to be certain that there wasn’t anything seriously wrong with him. 

“All the chatter, chatter, chatter,” he said. “The words and the spider web connections, 

back and forth, all the time, touching each other. Intertwining, overlapping. Threading 

between things, around them. Is there a way to turn it off?” 

“Tell me more about this chatter. About what it’s like.” 

“I see a leaf on the ground and wonder about the tree that dropped it there, when it 

was planted, how long it’s been growing, how many other trees its roots touch down 

there, deep underground. A server at a restaurant hands me a pen to sign my credit card 

receipt, and I think of all the other people who’ve ever held that pen—the dates they were 

on, the argument or love-making or chilled silence that might have followed later that 

evening after one of them signed the receipt and handed back the pen. I pass a girl on the 

street and see her smile after reading a text message, and I fill in what it was that she 

might have read.” 

“That simply shows you have a vivid imagination.”  

“So you don’t hear them?” 

“I imagine different scenarios. Yes, of course. Different ways things might play out. 

Everyone does.” 



“There’s something wrong with me.” 

Dr. Percival glanced at the clock on the wall, something they should teach 

psychiatrists never to do, for all that it communicates to their clients. 

Still twenty minutes left in their session. 

“I think it’s natural to see connections between things,” the doctor said, “to wonder 

about something’s past, its origins, its future. I think it’s a skill you’ve honed over time. 

Being a novelist, you’ve taught yourself to be observant and inquisitive. Your livelihood 

depends on it. Don’t mistake creativity for mental illness. Your imagination is—” 

“Overactive. That’s what my fifth grade teacher used to tell me: ‘You have an 

overactive imagination.’ Is that possible?” 

“It’s just a saying.”  

“How can an imagination be overactive? Isn’t there something wrong with it, then? I 

mean, if it’s more active than it should be?” 

“Timothy, most people’s imaginations have been blunted by years of sensible 

thinking and—”  

“Beveled dreams.” 

“Beveled dreams?” 

“Dreams that have been chisel-wedge-sharpened by the futility of slamming against 

an uncompromising reality.” 

Timothy caught himself scratching at his arm, at the bugs crawling out of the open 

sores he’d been so careful to bandage over, the bugs Dr. Percival assured him weren’t 

real. 

The doctor watched him carefully, then jotted something in his notebook—another 



therapist habit that silently spoke volumes.  

Sometimes Timothy wondered if Dr. Percival was really writing down things related 

to his case. Maybe he was scribbling out a shopping list. Maybe he was drawing farm 

animals. Maybe he was writing a letter to his daughter and he was going to mail it to her 

as soon as Timothy left for the—  

Kill him. 

“It’s happening,” Timothy whispered. 

“What’s happening?” 

You see that letter opener on his desk? Pick it up. 

“No.” Timothy shook his head, tried to quiet the voice. “Make it stop, make it stop.” 

Pick up the letter opener.  

Dr. Percival was watching him carefully. “Tell me what it’s like right now, Timothy. 

What you’re hearing.” 

“No. I can’t.” 

Do it. 

He had to make it stop. He had to had to had to had to. 

And there was only one way.  

Timothy picked up the letter opener. 

“What are you doing?” 

Now drive it into his neck. 

“No,” Timothy yelled. “I can’t!”  

“You can’t what?”  

Lean across the desk, grab him by the collar to hold him in place, and then push it up 



into his throat. Just like the others. 

No, no. There haven’t been others. You’re lying to me! 

I’m not lying, Timothy. You know that— 

“No!” 

But yet he stood.  

The psychiatrist eased back and reached for the button under his desk, the one he’d 

pressed eight months ago and Timothy knew was still there. He wasn’t stupid, after all. 

He wasn’t dangerous anymore. Not like he was back then. 

He wasn’t—no, of course he wasn’t—or else he wouldn’t be here today; he would be 

back at the White Shirts Place with all those people who needed to be locked away, the 

ones who were a danger to themselves or others. 

The crazy ones. 

The unstable ones. 

You’re unstable, Timothy. You’re crazy. 

“No, I’m not!” 

“You need to put that down, Timothy.” 

But Timothy walked around the desk to where Dr. Percival was standing, and the 

doctor backed up even farther, until he was almost to the window. 

Timothy felt his hands trembling. “You have to help me.” 

“Timothy, get back.” The psychiatrist’s voice caught with fear. “Now!” 

You have a vivid imagination. Overactive. There’s something wrong. 

Beveled dreams. 

Oh, beveled dreams. 



Just like the others.  

And then, Timothy Sabian shoved his psychiatrist fiercely against the wall and drove 

the letter opener into his own neck. 

 

You’re not supposed to survive something like that. Some people said he was lucky; 

others, that it was a miracle. Timothy just knew that he was in the hospital for a long time 

afterward. They kept his wrists and ankles strapped down so he couldn’t move, so he 

couldn’t hurt himself, and despite all the drugs they gave him and all the therapy they 

tried, the voices didn’t go away.  

And neither did the bugs. 

He knew that too. 

 


