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For Caleb. Your passion for understanding the complexities of the human psyche and your interest in helping others suffering from trauma, phobias, and distorted realities is inspiring. 

A Note From The Author

I am not a psychiatrist, a therapist, or a counselor. I’ve had no formal training in psychology other than a few college classes, a lifelong interest, and personal study of the subject matter. My goal with this short story collection is to highlight and start a conversation on mental health. These verbal paintings are not to be taken as definitive as such trauma, illnesses, and disorders affect all genders and age groups in varying degrees of severity. As with any subset of any population, there is variation between groups as well as within groups. These stories are merely my interpretations. Some of these stories have been inspired by personal experiences, and others are the product of case studies, interviews, and research. These stories are snippets of time - glances at moments in these characters' lives. These are designed to educate and inspire – but if you see yourself within these words or recognize someone you know, reach out for help.

As of the printing of these stories what follows is valid contact information for anyone searching for help or some advice.

SAMHSA’s National Helpline (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration): https://www.samhsa.gov/find-help/national-helpline  1-800-487-4889/1-800-662-4357

NAMI (National Alliance on Mental Illness): https://www.nami.org/help  1-800-950-6264

National Suicide Prevention Lifeline: https://suicidepreventionlifeline.org/talk-to-someone-now/  1-800-273-8255
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Tristan hears his name called and sees the waving hands. Please stop looking at me. He can’t help but focus on their perfect skin. Their perfect hair. On the fact that they don’t need to wear clothing that hides their flaws because they have none. Be thin. Be fit. Be strong. More muscles. Eat this. Eat that. Don’t eat. They got it right, and I’m still wrong. Please stop looking at me. 

He nods his head as Steven and Chris get into their brother’s new muscle car. It rolls down the lift-and-land lane before the soft blue glow of the hover drive kicks in and the car flies away. They are the last of his friends. The last of a group that started in preschool together. The rest having drifted away or been driven off for their own good – for my own good. They don’t understand. They never will. I can’t take them looking at me anymore. I get it, alright, I get it – I’m the pity friend. I’m the one they keep around to make themselves look good. I’m not right. I’m the one they look at and wish they’d never met. Too polite for their own good to say anything, of course. But I know. I see them looking.

Tristan casts his eyes skyward. It’s a sunny day with a breeze that occasionally changes the air around him from hot to warm. He welcomes, with a sigh of relief, the shade of the trees as he cuts through the park on his way home. He notices how the trees, grass, and even the mud has already started to dry out from the sudden downpour earlier in the day. The air is a mingle of sweet and then sour smells, as if nature can’t decide what it wants to be. 

Tristan makes a sharp left to avoid a gaggle of students walking annoyingly slow along the park path. Thankfully this is a park, and there are many ways to get from point A to point B. He hears the tone shift, and he’s sure they’ve spotted him. Overt talking becomes whispers and then laughter. Tristan picks up his pace, and soon the group is far behind, and he is alone on his walk home. He impatiently pauses at the edge of the park, waiting to cross Greenway Avenue as a line of cars pass him, while above several more fly by. The moment it is clear, he dashes across. Sweat begins to drip down the sides of his face, and his shirt clings to his back under the jacket – a jacket he wishes he could take off, but he can’t because it hides his body.

A few houses ahead, a car silently comes in for a landing. The wheels unfold and it rolls up the driveway and stops just outside the garage. A few kids his age and their mother get out of the vehicle. Tristan knows one of the boys – a former friend, Aaron. Tall, lean, tone arms; Aaron had done it right – Aaron wasn’t wrong. They tell you how to look if you want to be right. They tell you what to wear to be right. They say, they demand, they tease, they bully – and Aaron had listened.

Tristan notices Aaron looking at him. It was just a glance, furtive, but Tristan saw. Please stop looking at me. I’m no one and nothing at all. Why do they keep looking at me? He realizes, to be fair, he had been looking and watching and noticing as well. It’s hard not to. It’s hard not to see his friends, people he’s known for years, changing, changing for the better while he stays the same – flawed and wrong. They’ve gotten bigger and stronger – and what am I?  He doesn’t have an answer for that. He’s been struggling to find it, and he’s sure it’s about fixing himself. Making himself better. Stronger. Thinner. Fitter. But he needed to get away from the constant reminders of his failures first.

Hide, that was step one. They watch. They feel sorry for you. They judge you. But, if they stop paying attention to you, if you give them a reason to ignore you, those lingering eyes, those judgmental eyes, they all go away. Tristan adjusts his backpack, giving his sweaty back a moment’s breeze as his jacket flips up and down. It will all be worth it. The baggy clothes. The jackets. The heavy shirts. He had tried to make himself as uninteresting as possible. Hiding his obese frame under ever bulkier layers of clothing - in a sense, hiding in plain sight. He recalls the odd looks and weird expressions when it started, but that soon stopped as they began ignoring him one by one.

Take control of your life; that was step two. He was determined to fix himself. He was too weak. Too fat. Still smaller than nearly everyone else. Laughed at. Pitied. But Tristan knew he could fix all of that. It’s just a matter of discipline. Keeping track of and limiting what goes in and what comes out - you’re not hungry, you’re just thirsty. And above all else, always be working out. Lifting. Running. Pushups. Situps. Sweating to purge the fat. Taking control of my body. Tristan nods to himself. It will all be worth it. He can’t ignore the pang of guilt he feels just then for having crackers with his celery stalk at lunch and promises to punish himself for it later.

He briefly halts as he spots his house – naked, bulky, an eyesore in a line of beautiful homes. In its natural state, it was modular gray blocks stacked together and on top of each other. Then he sees his dad – tall, strong, fit. He’s standing outside with the Home Remote tapping away at the controls in his hand. In a faint flash, the gray blocks were replaced with a Cape Cod-style home. There’s a pause, and then a ranch-style appears, which is quickly replaced by what his dad has called American Craftsman style. But this too vanishes, being replaced by – Tristan isn’t sure what to call it. Modern? His home was all angles and windows now. Dad seemed, at least for the moment, satisfied with this. Tristan knew it wouldn’t be long before the house skin was changed again. Dad was never happy with its look and was constantly searching for that perfect design.

“Hey, dad,” Tristan says in passing.

“Good. Good,” comes the response, his dad barely looking up from the remote.

Tristan hadn’t expected much from his father. It was hard to get his attention when he was fiddling with the house. He noted that he liked the front door in this configuration. It was white with four frosted horizontal rectangular windows. The interior of the house remained how he remembered it from this morning. But he knew that - probably before the end of the day - it would all be different. Mom would insist that the inside match the outside – and it was just as easy to change. Images paid for and made real by light and magnetic fields. It will be different, but mom generally preferred an uncluttered interior design. No big fluffy couches. No enormous entertainment units with dozens of cubie holes. Streamlined. Functional. Sturdy. But beautiful. There were real objects in the house. Keepsakes. Personal items. A few boxes’ worth of things. The rest is digital. Heading up the stairs, Tristan couldn’t help but wish the food was also only made of photons.

His door opens and closes with a soft woosh that welcomes him to his room. He drops his school bag on the floor by the door and strips out of his sweaty clothing. In just his boxer briefs, he settles into his after-school routine. Halfway through the first set of fifty situps, the dizziness and nausea begin. He hasn’t even started his pushup set, and his arms already feel like overcooked noodles. “It will all be worth it.” He grunts through the last ten situps. Fifty squats come next, and then his pushups – although only ten in, his right arm gives out, and he falls to his side. His room becomes blurry for several seconds, but he fights through it and begins again. Finishing with round one, he stands up and gives himself a few seconds to catch his breath. 

It takes him longer than a few puffs of air to stop the wheezing – and before his breathing does normalize, he feels the rumble from his stomach. “You’re not hungry, you’re thirsty.” He mentally checks off his consumption list: celery and crackers, milk, and then the broth from last night. “This shouldn’t be happening. That’s three meals in a row.” He angrily tells himself. He can’t stop thinking about those crackers. His voice growls at him inside his head, you’re week. His jaw tightens as he settles into the next set of fifty, fifty, and fifty – adding in an additional ten for each as punishment.

“Fifty-eight. Fifty-nine. Sixty,” he counts off, finishing this part of his workout with situps. “Weights,” he calls out. His bedroom furniture fades away as a lifting bench and free weights fade into existence. It’s the start of the week, and Tristan always begins the week by attacking everything. Arms are first. Followed by legs. Planking for five minutes. Ending with chest presses.

“Time?” He calls out.

“It is now four fifteen in the afternoon,” the home computer answers.

A little more than an hour into his routine, Tristan decides the second half of his workout will be running. “Sprints.” Tristen issues the command, and his room changes again. This time the room is empty, but for his school bag and a small crate of real possessions in the corner of the room. The floor, however, is wall-to-wall exercise mats. He doesn’t have the space to form a jogging circle, but there’s plenty of room for all types of suicide sprints. He could always run outside, but he has no interest in displaying his flabbiness for all to see.

Thirty minutes into his bedroom sprints, he suddenly comes to a halt as he can’t hold back the dry heaving. He doubles over gagging, his body burning, but nothing comes out. He takes a minute. Catches his breath. And begins again – but after only three passes, he catches his heel during a scissor sprint and crumples to the floor. The room is spinning again. He tries to gulp the air his body is demanding but hasn’t the strength.

Tristan blinks awake. It’s a moment before he realizes he passed out. Out long enough that most of the sweat on his body had dried. He slowly gets to his feet. “Mirror.” In the middle of the room, a free-standing, full-length mirror appears. Tristan stands in front of it. Tears well up in his eyes. His jaw clenches. “Computer, check mirror program.”

“Mirror program is accurate.”

“Check mirror display!” His voice breaks with emotion.

“Mirror display is accurate.”

Tristan covers his head with his arms and backs away from the mirror. “Still no change. But I -” he begins to say in utter disbelief. “But I -” he can’t find the words. “It doesn’t matter.” He angrily wipes sweat from his eyes. “You’re not working hard enough.” He makes a frantic grab for the crate and flings it at the mirror. The sound of shattering fills the room. Shards of glass scatter onto the floor. Of course, the sound and broken glass are only for effect, and the glass pixelates and vanishes. The crate also survived the violent act, resting on its side after thumping against the far wall. The contents of his life scattered around the room. Tristan stares at the mess. He should clean it up, but he doesn’t. “Mirror.” He stands in front of the reflective surface, scrutinizing his image. Flabby imperfection. Weak. Tired. “It will all be worth it. I just have to work harder.”

Anorexia/Body Dysmorphia

This eating disorder is typified by dangerously low body weight, an extreme fear of weight gain, and a distorted perception of weight. Those with this disorder often go to great lengths to restrict food consumption, sometimes utilizing vomiting or laxatives to control caloric intake. They may employ excessive exercise to the point of self-injury. Regardless of how much weight is lost, the person continues to have a distorted personal view and fear of weight gain. This extremely unhealthy and sometimes life-threatening delusion is often a response to emotional problems - equating thinness with self-worth and a sense of bodily perfection.
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“Let me help you,” a voice speaks.

I am near unconscious. The world around me is spinning as I peer at it through the slits of my eyes. Darkness, more than the creeping night, closes in around me. I feel hands under my arms, pulling me – pulling me where? A flash of panic. “Unhand me! Name yourself or feel my blade,” I reach to my side but find no sword.

“Easy, man. Easy,”

The hands retract. I’m sitting up against a firm surface. The world is unfamiliar. “Where am I? And who are you?” I’m unarmed and dazed, and thus, I am willing to allow a moment's rest and a cautious thanks to my would-be benefactor.

“Name’s Nick. And you’re – here,” he shrugs and lifts his hands to indicate the cave around us.

I can hear the outside world's noise drifting towards us from the mouth of the cave and deeper within. “Does this lead out?” I ask as I gesture – my hand is shaking, and I pull it back almost immediately. A moment of confusion passes before Nick’s eyes, making me very suspicious. My hand is halfway to my sword again before I remember it’s not there.

“Yeah.” This “Nick” finally answers.

“Anyone else here?”

“No.”

I stare as far into the dark as I can and judge him to be telling the truth. I relax my head against the cave. Need to focus – alone right now, but for how long? “Two ways out, but also two ways in. Easy to escape, but hard to defend.”

“Um, yeah, yeah. Listen, are you alright?”

I sigh, the weight of a thousand nights resting on my shoulders. My eyes close. “I am burdened with purpose.” My eyes open and the night - moonless, though marred in a perpetual glow that seems to permeate the air – is less oppressive this time. I take in the grubby angel sitting across from me. Obviously a peasant, but honorable to have pulled me in from the cold while my senses were befuddled. Unless he’s the one who has taken my sword. My scrutiny makes him uncomfortable.

“You don’t have to stare.”

“What are you hiding?” I challenge him.

“Nothing, man, I have nothing to hide.” He stands up and raises his hands. “I am what you see.”

“Indeed.”

“You’re still staring,” he says as he sits.

“Ah-ha, it makes you uncomfortable – is that guilt?” I jab a finger at him.

“I’m guilty of nothing,” he says defensively, “I’m not used to it, is all. I’m usually ignored.”

Silence passes between us. 

“Yes, of course.” I’m still unsettled – I want to trust this noble peasant, but this is all confusing. Why do his eyes keep darting to the cave entrance? “Waiting for someone?”

“What? No.”

“No help? No partner?”

“It’s just me.”

Another honest statement. “Just you?”

“Yes.”

“Your lord overworks you then.”

“What?”

“Short and so thin. Signs you are being overtaxed – I’ve seen such things before.” Those words seem correct, but as I say them, I cannot recall any others I have seen. Fresh panic is set aflame in my mind. There is more missing than just my sword. I lift my hand to rub my eyes, and the tremor is still there. The walls of the cave appear to waver for a moment – damp stone changing to brick covered in grime and then back again. I blink and pinch the bridge of my nose.

“Hey, man,” Nick says as he reaches for me.

“I’m fine!” I shout as I swat away his hand. “I had a sword! Where is it?!”

Nick flinches at the surge of anger. “You didn’t have a sword. It’s not here. I don’t have it.” Nick’s eyes are wide in fear, his hands up - conciliatory.

Several seconds pass before I am calm enough to speak again. “I am sorry, my friend.” Yes, friend – I assure myself. “Do not think I am angry with you. You’re kind and honest. I’m sorry for my outburst, and I’m sorry for testing you. You will be rewarded.” I notice how Nick relaxes with my suggestion of a reward. He is a peasant, after all. He does not have the bearing to understand that a good deed is reward enough.

The wail of a beast grabs our attention, and we both look to the mouth of our cave. A pulsing, flickering light like that of a great fire flashes past. As I turn to lean out for a better view, I’m struck by a piercing pain in my side. I examine the area and find my clothing is torn, and an angry-looking bruise has formed. I stare, confused, at the wound. My mind is a swirl; thoughts, like whispers in a dark empty room, echo around in my head. Nick is speaking, but the words are lost on me, compounding my frustration. I grab at the sides of my head. “I don’t understand you -” I shout, but my exclamation is cut short when Nick leans forward and sets a hand on my knee. His eyes are locked with mine. He uses his other hand to indicate that I take slow deep breaths. In a moment, I remember his words.

“Are you back?” he asks.

“Did I go someplace?”

“No, man,” he laughs, “I was saying, you look messed up. Did you get jacked?”

“I-I-don’t remember,”

“You’ve got a cut on your head too. Probably got slammed.”

At his words, I reach up and touch the side of my head. It is very tender, and there is blood. “I don’t -” I see him notice my trembling hand. “That, I’m afraid, is an old injury. It,” but suddenly, how I came by my weak hand slips from my mind. “I – well, the story is inconsequential. It occurred soon after I arrived in this city. I come from far to the east.”

Nick nods. “Grew up here, myself. Um, listen, there’s a hospital a few blocks away -”

“Hospital?” The word is clunky in my mouth. “Your language is strange.”

“They can fix you up.”

“Ah, healers. No. I do not need them,” I say as I try to get up, but my left leg will not support me.

“Easy.” Nick’s hands' rush out and gently set me back on the ground. “I think you might be more messed up than you think.”

“I don’t know. I -”

“Is there someone we can call? A friend? Girlfriend? Someone from work?”

“Work. I... work,” I glance down at my hands. Dry, scratched, and I think that’s ink. I feel my mind slosh like ale in a barrel. Vague images come to mind. “I,” and then I feel my heart harden and my resolve return, “I seek out injustice.”

“Okay, but you got to pay the bills, right? While you’re out fighting injustice, you know, got to keep the lights on. Like me, I used to work on cars.”

My mind drifts. The diffuse light of the cave dims further. I see Nick’s mouth moving, but his words – why can’t I understand him? “Your words, Nick!” I hear myself shouting at him but can’t seem to stop myself. “Your words are foreign. I don’t understand. Stop switching. You are making me dizzy.” I grab at the sides of my head.

“Alright. Alright,” Nick says and slides a little closer but stops as my fists come up. “You’re okay. We’re both okay here.” He gestures with his hand again for me to take slow deep breaths. After a few, he smiles and nods. “There must be someone we can contact or take you to. I don’t mind the walk. If you like, there’s a nice guy who runs a sandwich shop just around the corner, I’m sure -”

“A shop,” I mutter. “Yes, a shop. There was a shop.” I feel a surge of energy as a floodgate of memory fills my mind. Yes, I remember a clash of plates. There is an ogre and a man in a white apron – no, a white cloak, with a staff in hand. A wizard! There was a scream too. “Ann!” I shout and attempt to stand. “Damn, blasted leg.” Nick is there again to help me back down. “What has that wizard done to me?”

“Wizard?”

“Yes, Nick, a wizard. The Wizard, I remember now.”

“Do you?”

“Yes. A battle. Much to my dishonor, I was driven off. My lady, Nick, my lady is in need.”

“I really think we should get you some help.”

“Help,” I cry out in triumph. “Help, dear, honorable, Nick. You are my help.” I reach out and clasp Nick firmly on the shoulder. “I am going to rescue my lady love – and you are going to help me do it.”
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