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			To Val – It’s a good thing you are pretty.

			Not every story has a happy ending…
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			Here, my friends, is a collection of my short stories. Each one has a name, literally, of a character contained within. I do hope you are ready for chills, scares, and possibly having to stop reading when something goes bump in the night.

			I hope you enjoy.
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			Part 1

			The sound of beeping began to penetrate Mike’s dream. The noise was faint at first, like it was in the distance, but as it continued, it became louder. It was his dream after all; he could turn it off if he wanted to…

			But there was another beep, this time louder than the last.

			Before opening his eyes, he reached his hand over to where his alarm clock should be. He knew he could hit the snooze button three times before he had to actually open his eyes. As he moved his arm, he could only raise it four inches off the bed before something stopped him. He tried to pull his hand to him and again he met resistance.

			Don’t panic, he told himself.

			He took several deep breaths as his eyes opened, adjusting to his surroundings. He looked down at his wrist. There was a canvas strap attached to a padded cuff around it. Glancing further down, he saw that it was attached to the rail.

			What? His bed didn’t have a rail.

			A sharp pain shot though his stomach as he attempted to sit, almost panicking when he felt a stabbing pain on the right side of his head as he fell back into the pillow.

			As he lay back down, his mom stood over him.

			“Slowly, sweetie,” she said with a smile, her voice sounding a bit hoarse. “You’re still a little weak.”

			He looked into her eyes, realizing she had been crying. Her hair was pulled back into the ponytail she wore around the house when she was cleaning or relaxing. She never went out like that.

			“Where am I?” He heard his own voice crack, his throat burning with each word.

			“You’re in the hospital,” his mom said as she brought a straw to his parched lips. He took a sip. The cold water shocked his system, and he began to cough. He tried again to bring his hand to cover his mouth and failed.

			“Hospital?” he heard himself ask between coughs, as if it was a complete question.

			He saw his mother’s face shift. It was so subtle, but he was familiar with her tells. She’s worried. She looked at him, her lips parted as if she wanted to speak. But as quickly as her mouth opened, it closed again.

			She offered him another sip from the straw. He took it, then she placed the cup down and took his hand. “Mike, baby, do you remember anything from the other night?” Her voice was almost a whisper as she looked down at his hand, refusing to meet his gaze.

			He closed his eyes, trying to remember what led him here. He remembered school; he remembered coming home. It’s just… a jumble of pictures.

			Was I in a car? Was there an accident? Was I driving somewhere?

			His stomach tightened with each question until he tried to jerk his hand away. His mom’s hand just tightened around his, as if she thought that would somehow offer support as the memories came flooding back.

			“I don’t…” he began out loud, then his voice trailed off.

			He had been sitting in his room, reading the page he’d just written in his journal.

			He remembered the note he had written to his mom.

			He opened his eyes and looked into his mother’s hazel ones staring back at him, tears streaking down her face. He realized he had ones to match.

			“I’m sorry,” she said. “I am so sorry, Mikey. I am so, so sorry. I didn’t understand. I didn’t realize…”

			He closed his eyes again, turning his head from hers as she tried to comfort him.

			I remember now. He had taken the entire bottle of pills, the ones for his “depression,” with a bottle of wine he had stolen from his parents.

			He lay there on the bed, turned as far as the restraints would allow him, listening to the monitors, his mother’s sobs, and her soft voice trying to comfort him, numb.

			After several minutes, he heard a door open and looked up to see who had entered. He attempted to bring his hand up to his face again. It was his father, who looked as if he hadn’t slept in days. Following him was a man in a lab coat Mike could only assume was a doctor.

			“Mike, you’re awake,” his father said and smiled.

			He attempted a weak smile back at his father, but all he could manage was a grimace as a wave of pain returned to his stomach.

			After the spasm stopped, the doctor asked him, “How are you feeling?”

			“Sore” was his only reply. How do I look like I am feeling? He thought as the doctor continued gazing at him.

			The doctor smiled at him again and said, “You’re a lucky kid. If your mom hadn’t found you when she did, you might not be with us now.”

			As usual, Mike couldn’t say what he was thinking; he wanted to scream that he didn’t feel lucky at all, and he wished his mom hadn’t found him, that the tears he cried were not due to being sad but were because he failed.

			“Lucky, I guess” was all he said.

			The doctor told him that he had been in the hospital for three days and that he had been in a coma because his heart had stopped. That Mike had, in fact, been dead for several minutes. Mike realized the last part the doctor had stated, not to explain the gravity of his health situation, but to scare him. It didn’t. Mike assumed death was most likely less painful than what he was going through now.

			As the doctor continued to speak, Mike heard less and less of what was being said. He nodded his head and said the obligatory “uh-huhs” when there were pauses and started to look around the room he was in. To his right, there was a small table with some cards, flowers, and balloons. There was even a teddy bear, no doubt from his family. He didn’t have any friends.

			He glanced to his left, nodding when he heard a questioning tone in the doctor’s voice and realized there was a curtain pulled to the edge of his bed. His wasn’t the only bed in the room. Just great.

			Because the curtain was drawn, he couldn’t see if it was occupied. As he turned his head back to the right to see if the doctor was almost finished, he had another sudden sharp pain on the right side of his head. Instinctively, he reached for the area, but the canvas straps still held him in place. Frustrated, he pushed his head back into the pillow.

			His mom jumped to his side and began to say, “Mike, don’t touch it. It needs to adjust…” but she was cut off by the doctor who said, “Michael, you fell and hit your head on the desk in your room. There was a nasty cut that required several stitches. If it is hurting, we can give you a little something for the pain.”

			“When can I get these off?” Mike said as he held up his hands to gesture to the restraints.

			“Soon. We just need to ensure you won’t try to hurt yourself again,” the doctor replied. This created a slightly awkward silence.

			Taking some cue, the doctor continued to speak with the same innocuous smile he had shown before. “Now that you’re awake, we can begin your therapy sessions as soon as tomorrow if you would like, and we shall see from there. Sound good?”

			“Great” was all Mike could say.

			“We’re going to let you get some rest now. We will talk some more soon,” the doctor added as he injected something into the IV in Mike’s arm.

			Any thoughts of protesting were moot as he realized it must have been pain medication for his head. It made him instantly drowsy. As his eyes began to close, he heard indistinct talking. Something about an introduction happening, then the words became subdued. All Mike could think about was how great another therapist would be. He hated therapy, he thought, and fell into blackness.
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			Part 2

			Mike couldn’t tell how long he slept, but it must now be morning because the room seemed brighter from behind his closed lids than it was before. He listened to see if his parents were still in the room before opening his eyes. He heard the hums and beeps of the machines and nothing else. His eyes cracked open.

			Out of habit, he tried to move his arm to push himself up, only to realize he was still restrained. With an exasperated sigh, he rolled onto his back and stared up at the ceiling.

			“Feel like a dog on short leash?” he heard from his left.

			The voice startled him. He turned his head slowly to his left, assuming the curtain was still in place. Instead, he saw that the curtain on the bed next to him had been drawn back, and he was looking at a boy about his age staring back at him. The boy raised his hand in a mock gesture of shaking hands to show he was similarly restrained. “My name is Jimmy, and you are?”

			“Mike,” he replied.

			“They’ll only keep you restrained for a few days. That is, unless you look like you are going to attempt again, then they may never take them off.” Mike realized this caused his anger to rise before he noticed Jimmy was smirking at him. “I am just messing with you, Mike.”

			Mike didn’t know what to say next. “So how did you fail to kill yourself?” didn’t seem like a social thing to ask his roomie. Not that Mike was ever very good at the social stuff. Just ask all of the friends I don’t have, he thought.

			He opted for awkward silence instead and looked back up at the ceiling.

			“Wondering how I tried to do it?” Jimmy asked after a couple minutes.

			Yes, Mike thought as he considered his failed attempt to end his own life. He said nothing, like he always did, trying in some morbid way to be invisible.

			“I jumped,” Jimmy finally said after another long silence. “I supposed I should have picked a higher place, but of course,  I thought I would be looking at it from the cheap seats now.”

			Mike smiled a little at that. He felt the exact same way when he remembered the look on his mom’s face. If he hadn’t failed, he would never have seen that.

			When you’re killing yourself, he supposed, you don’t think you are going to fail and look back at yet another part of your life you didn’t get to go your way. He hadn’t.

			He was about to open his mouth to make a comment when he heard their room door open. He turned to look at a nurse coming in with a wheelchair. He was about to ask what the chair was for when he saw it being parked next to Jimmy’s bed.

			As the nurse began to open up a cabinet on the other side of the room, she said, “It is time for your first therapy session, Michael.” He sighed, but Jimmy just winked at him.

			Mike took stock, for the first time, of his roommate. Jimmy was thin with light brown hair cut short, a light completion, and blue eyes. He wasn’t the type of person most would pick out of a crowd except for one key feature, a scar that ran from his temple almost all the way to his chin on the right side of his face.

			As Mike took a closer look, he also saw that Jimmy wasn’t really moving his legs. They were bandaged in a couple of places, and there were red lines that showed they’d been recently healed.

			Mike realized he was staring when Jimmy said, “Gnarly, huh?” He looked up and met Jimmy’s eyes. He found Jimmy smiling at him, the scar almost invisible when he did. Mike found himself not looking away, and actually nodded and smiled back.

			The curtain was suddenly drawn closed between his bed and Jimmy’s. He had forgotten the nurse was there. She moved up the railing of the bed, undoing each restraint in turn.

			“Put these on, sweetie,” the nurse said as she gestured to a pile of fabric at the end of the bed. The nurse had also grabbed a blanket and placed it next to the clothes. She went back out the now drawn curtain and stated, “Just holler for me when you are ready.” With that, he heard the door close.

			He rubbed his wrists and sat up in the bed, swinging his legs over the side, making sure he still could. As he stood up, the first thing that hit him was that he was dizzy and very weak. So much so that he fell back onto the bed and had to breathe slowly through the renewed pain in his stomach and head. As he lay there, he heard a faint buzzing.

			Do I really have to move? he thought. He knew the answer. The nurse, although apparently sweet in her demeanor, would be more than happy to “assist” him in getting ready for his session. He wasn’t the least bit interested in being manhandled in his current condition.

			He slowly sat up again, the buzzing and pain lessening as he took his time. He placed one foot then the other on the floor and, using the bed for support, worked his way down to grab the clothes. Then, using the wall to brace himself, he slowly made his way to the bathroom. He placed the clothes on a bench and carefully made his way to the sink, holding on with his right hand and turning on the facet with his left. He didn’t want to leave his ability to stand to chance.

			He looked at himself for the first time in days. What he saw looking back was terrible. The first thing he saw was that his hair had been cut very short. He was paler than normal, had large bags under his eyes, and the entire right side of his face was horrible bruised. He turned his head to get a closer look.

			The bruising went from somewhere in his hairline to under his chin. A bandage covered what he assumed was his head wound behind his right ear. The doctor said he had fallen. He knew he wasn’t supposed to, but he pulled away the bandage and looked at the two-inch cut. It had at least a dozen stitches. He couldn’t help but wonder, as he looked at his injury, if the desk had survived any better.

			He replaced the bandage, closed his eyes, and felt the familiar feeling of tears begin to well up in his eyes. His mother had found him. He wasn’t going to let it happen—he wasn’t going to cry. I won’t let Jimmy hear that, he thought.

			He took a deep breath in and slowly let it out. Then another.

			The deep breaths helped him recover from the flood of self-pity with the realization that his breath was terrible. However many days of not brushing his teeth was nothing short of disgusting. He focused all his attention on the need to brush his teeth right then.

			As he looked around, he saw only one toothbrush on the ledge. As he reached for it, he stopped. That one must have been Jimmy’s. He opened the mirror to find a similar toothbrush as the one on the counter still in plastic wrap. He opened it up, brushed his teeth, and placed it back on the bottom shelf of the cabinet to keep it separate from Jimmy’s. He had never shared a room with anyone before, but it seemed that sharing toothbrushes would be just as gross to his roommate as it was to him, even if by accident.

			He dressed and slowly made his way out of the bathroom. The nurse was waiting for him with the wheelchair. He debated protesting, but as a wave of dizziness hit him, he realized he was in no position to do anything but accept her help. He sat down, and she wrapped the blanket around his legs.

			“See you on the other side,” he heard Jimmy say as he was wheeled out of the room.
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			Part 3

			As he left the room for the first time he could remember, Mike was able to determine that he must be on the ground floor of the hospital or close to it. He could see trees out of the small rectangular window at the end of the hall.

			The nurse did not stop talking the entire time she wheeled him through the small maze of corridors. As they made a final turn to the right, he knew that he was in a series of offices instead of normal hospital rooms. Mike also knew that he would not find his way back to the room without help. All the offices looked the same, and he assumed they were all for therapy.

			The nurse opened a door with a press of a button and wheeled him in. A couch and two chairs with a small coffee table in between were the only furniture in the room. The nurse, whose name was Carla he had found out on their brief journey, offered to help him onto the couch.

			Realizing he still didn’t feel right, Mike took the assistance and said, “Thank you” once he was seated on the couch.

			Carla smiled, said, “You’re welcome. See you in a bit,” and left the room.

			He was looking around at the walls when the door opened, and the doctor from earlier walked in carrying a small tray with containers on it.

			“I thought you might be hungry,” the doctor stated with a smile as he nodded toward the food. He put the tray on the table so that it was within Mike’s reach.

			The doctor reached out his hand to shake and said, “Michael, my name is Dr. Epeton. How are you feeling today?”

			“Fine and it is Mike,” he replied, shaking the doctor’s hand.

			“Mike, I know you don’t like therapy. Your parents told me that you didn’t think it helped,” the doctor said as he seated himself. As the doctor continued to talk, Mike opened the containers to find applesauce, a broth of some kind, and finally some chocolate pudding. He took the pudding and a plastic spoon lying on the napkin on the tray. He noticed that was the only silverware available.

			“You have been through a lot, and the last thing you want is some doctor telling you how you should feel and that it will all be better. I am not going to do that. I am just going to ensure that you are not going to attempt to take your life again. When I am pretty sure that is the case, then I will release you. If we work together, we can make that happen fast.” There was a pause in the talking then, and Mike realized the doctor was waiting for a response.

			“Great” was all he decided he should say.

			Dr. Epeton smiled again and asked, “So how about I ask you a bunch of questions, and we talk a bit and see where it goes from there?”

			Mike nodded, scooping pudding into his mouth.

			He was with Dr. E, as the doc wanted him to call him, for about two hours. He knew how to do the song and dance. He opened up just a little. He didn’t want the doctor to think it was easy and explained how hard life was as a teenager in world that didn’t understand him. It was painfully predictable, and so was the diagnosis. He was “depressed.”

			As usual, the doctor was able to tell him that “there is hope” and “it actually could get better for you,” but only if he was “willing to try.” It took everything for Mike not to roll his eyes. He had heard it before, almost word for word, and as with all therapy, it never changed.

			When the session was complete, Carla came back, helped him into the wheelchair, and took him back to his room.
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			Part 4

			“You survived,” Jimmy said with a small laugh.

			Mike shrugged.

			“I know. My doctor told me I wasn’t crazy. That was a first. Not really. They all say that, don’t they?” Jimmy laughed as he grabbed something off the side table. “Hey, I scored us a remote. Wanna watch something?”

			Mike did, so he moved so he could see the TV. Being cuffed, it was a bit uncomfortable. They watched movies for a couple hours. When they got bored with the movies, they began to play a game of truth. Telling each other personal information in turn, they talked about school, parents, and girls. He found out that Jimmy played most of the same video games he did, and that he had pretty much the same hobbies. Jimmy’s favorite movie was Aliens, which was one of Mike’s favorites as well.

			It was dark out when the nurse came in again to give him some of the pain medication that put him right to sleep, the sound of TV in the background.

			When lunch was brought in the next day, it interrupted their movie, mainly because the nurse insisted the TV be shut off for mealtime. He was finishing more pudding when his parents walked in. His mom began to smile as she walked up to give him a hug.

			“You look good,” she said as she squeezed him a little tightly.

			“Thanks,” he replied.

			Mike was about to introduce his parents to Jimmy when he looked over to see that Jimmy had fallen asleep. His mother walked over in the direction he was looking.

			“So, this must be Jimmy? Are you going to introduce us to your new friend?” she asked, using her “hostess” voice as she turned back to him.

			“He’s sleeping,” Mike said quietly, looking at his mom a bit confused.

			“Oh, well,” his mother quietly said as she pulled the curtain between the beds closed, “why don’t you tell us all about him then?”

			He told his parents about his new “roomie.” When he finished saying only what he thought he had to, his mother said, “Well, I look forward to meeting him.” And she smiled again in the direction of the closed curtain.

			“How did you know his name?” Mike finally asked, realizing he had not brought up Jimmy to his parents.

			“Well, you see…” His mom started to hesitantly explain before his father jumped in with, “Dr. E. told us you made a friend, so we wanted to find out more about him.” His mother nodded with each word.

			So, Dr. E. was spying on him—just great. Well maybe making a new friend would convince the great doctor to let him out sooner.

			His dad set a bag on his lap. They brought him some clothes, a couple of comic books, and his handheld gaming system so that he could play a little.

			As he looked through the bag, Mike noticed there were a few of his favorite snacks as well. His mom always gave him snacks when she felt guilty. He looked up and thanked his parents.

			“How long do I have to stay here?” Mike finally decided to ask.

			His dad told him that the doctor didn’t think it would take that long, and he should be able to go home soon. He could tell that this news made his parents happy.

			They visited for about two hours, telling him all about the happenings with his family and neighbors. He listened and nodded like he always did when his mom tried to include him, as if he were involved or interested at all.

			It wasn’t long after his parents left that Jimmy woke up. When he asked what he missed, Mike told him about his parents visiting and the stuff his parents had dropped off.

			Mike shared everything with Jimmy. Taking turns, they challenged each other on the videogame and spend hours swapping stories. They also ate all the snacks by the next day. This did not help the pain in Mike’s stomach, but it did cheer him up a little.
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			Part 5

			The days began to roll by. The therapy was mandatory. Sometimes two to three times a day, he met with Dr. E. Some days seemed to be better than others, and of course, it was always better when he was medicated.

			The doctor had put him on a medicine for his depression, and when he wasn’t making any progress, the nurses realized he hadn’t been swallowing his pills and resorted to administering the medication via the IV.

			The new drugs made him tired. They always had some sort of side effect; the last ones
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