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For Khiry.

Thank you for loving me.
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Callie

“What do you think about my suggestion?”

I stare at the therapist with tired eyes. The type of tired that seeps deep into your bones and doesn’t go away with sleep. God, if it did, the hours I spend rotting in bed would have solved this issue a long time ago. Then again, I hardly ever actually sleep. I just close my eyes so everyone else leaves me alone. Well, everyone except Jolie. That’s exactly why she’s the reason I’m here.

She’d made this appointment without asking me, and behind our parents’ backs. I’d been furious, but when my sister told me I needed help with tears in her eyes, what else could I do but agree? I said I’d go to one session and see how it went. And it’s gone... well. That confuses me. That terrifies me.

I don’t know if I’m ready for help. I don’t know what help looks like. I don’t know that I truly believe there’s a way out of this hole I’ve been in for the past few years.

“Callie?” The therapist asks, making me realize I’ve been silently staring at her while my mind has raced. “My suggestion?”

“I don’t like it.” I admit. “I don’t see how going outside of my comfort zone is going to help me any.”

“Your comfort zone is under the covers of your bed, in a pitch-black bedroom while your mind convinces you that you’re better off not being here. Where is the comfort in that?”

And this is why I’ve come to like her over the forty minutes I’ve been here so far. She’s blunt. She’s real. She’s telling me what I need to hear, even if I hate hearing it.

“Wh...” I stop to swallow the nerves forming a ball in my throat. “Where do I go?”

“There’s a bulletin board outside my office, where students post events happening on campus. Maybe see if there’s anything that catches your eye.”

I give her an exasperated look and she quietly laughs.

“You have to actually want something to catch your eye for it to do so,” she says. “It doesn’t have to be anything big or long. Just...something to get you out of that bed, Callie. I know it seems like such a big and simple thing all at once, but what you and I can be sure of is that staying in bed isn’t where we want you to be.”

“That’s just it. I do want to be in my bed. I want to shut the world out, and lay in the darkness. That’s when I feel... normal. It’s when I’m outside of my bedroom that I feel out of place.”

“That world you have when you’re lying in that bed is a scary place. That darkness you crave has seeped inside of you, and taken root. You have to choose to snatch it out of yourself before it consumes you whole.”

“Hasn’t it already?”

“Not if you’re sitting here, across from me, opening up.”

Her words hit me. Even though Jolie forced me into this, I did make a choice. To actually come to the appointment. To speak my truth to the therapist. To listen to her.

“Okay.” I murmur.

“So, with that in mind, can I put you down for the same time next week?” When I hesitate, she continues. “Don’t deprive me of all the details of your outing.”

I nod, and she smiles, taking it for what it is. A reluctant yes.

“I would also like to start you on an antidepressant.”

My entire body locks up, hearing my parents’ words in my mind. Those are for crazy people. Once they get you hooked on meds, you’ll never get off. They just want to label you with something and dose you up. They alter your brain, and mess you up for life. Just some of the things I’d heard them say when they heard other people were on anti-depressants. Things I’d heard them tell my sister when she begged them to take me to therapy, to get me on something, anything, that could help me, and they’d denied her pleas again and again.

“Don’t those actually have a side effect of making you have suicidal thoughts?” I ask through clenched teeth.

“They do. Which is why I would be asking you at the beginning of each session how you feel while on the anti-depressant. Whether you feel better or worse, I’d need you to be honest about how you’re feeling, any changes you’ve noticed, physically or mentally. And we would start you on a low dose, and see if we need to increase it, and what side effects you have, if any. You wouldn’t be alone.”

“What will they change?”

“They don’t change anything. They just help you in your journey. Make it easier to alter the negative thoughts. Make it easier for you to see the light through the dark. Make it easier to find yourself. But that’s only because you’ll be doing the work in the first place. You have to make the change happen, not the pills.” When I just remain silent, she asks, “What do you think?”

“And I don’t need my parent’s permission?”

“Not at all. You’re an adult.”

“When would I start taking them?”

“Today, if you want.”

Before my parents’ words can fill my mind again, I say, “Okay.”

“What are you thinking about right now?”

“I... I feel like I’m betraying my parents by agreeing.”

“Listen Callie, coming to this appointment, agreeing to continue therapy, agreeing to take the anti-depressant, this is all about you. Not your parents. Not your sister. No one but you. You have to do what’s best for you, even if you feel it goes against what someone else will want or like, because at the end of the day, only you have to live in your head. Only you have to sit with everything going on within you. And only you have to fight the battles you’re going to have to fight to win. You care about these peoples’ opinions, but you have to care about yourself more. This is your journey.”

“I feel like all I do is care about myself. Selfishly making everyone else deal with me.”

“You mean Jolie.”

She doesn’t truly ask, but I nod anyway.

“She loves you, and I’m pretty sure she’s never held you while crying and thought to herself how selfish you are. There’s nothing selfish about letting someone who cares for you care for you Callie.”

“Okay,” I whisper, trying my absolute best to believe her words.

“That’s it for this week,” she tells me as she reaches for a notebook off her desk. She scrambles quickly and hands me a small blue paper. “That’s the prescription. A low dose, as I said. But you already have my number should you experience any side effects or harmful thoughts. Please use it if you even think you need to. Day or night.”

I take the prescription from her, looking at words I can’t make out, but knowing what they mean. Maybe this is something that can help. Maybe there’s... I don’t let myself think there’s hope. Not yet.

“I look forward to seeing you next week,” she says.

I stand as I murmur, “Thank you.”

I can feel her eyes on me as I walk to the door, and I hate it. Hurrying, I open the door, step through it, and close it behind me. Then the bulletin board is staring me in my face.

Lovett University Events

I crack my first smile today, or since... I don’t even know when I last smiled, at hearing my sister’s voice in my head. “Lovett is a party school.”

Apparently she was right, because almost the entire board is flyers for parties on and off campus. I skip right over those because there’s no way I'm going to a party. There’s going out of my comfort zone and there’s going off the deep end into chaos. I see a poetry event, a cooking class, a book reading. On and on. Nothing catches my eye, as the therapist said. I take a single step back, telling myself that this just isn’t for me. Another step, telling myself I was dumb to think I could do something new. I need to go. I need to hide away.

“How did it go?” Jolie asks.

Her voice makes me jump, and she laughs while hugging me. I can feel myself getting smaller and smaller in her arms. I can feel how much more her arms can wrap around me month by month. I’m not surprised. I barely eat. Why would I when food has no taste for me. It feels more and more each day that life has nothing to offer me.

I should just end it all. My misery and her suffering.

“Hey, you okay?” She questions when she sets me back and looks at me. I can see that ever present concern in her eyes. I hate it. I’m the older sister. I should be the one worrying about her. Caring for her. Comforting her.

Instead, I’m her burden. It’s not fair. So, I pretend. Something I rarely do, especially with Jolie who knows me inside and out. I force my lips into another smile, and her eyes widen. Her shock hurts.

“The session was okay,” I answer.

“Really?” She excitedly asks.

“She even gave me homework.” I nod towards the board. “I have to pick somewhere to go.”

Her eyes grow even wider. “Oh, um...alone?”

She tries to keep her smile in place, but her eyes betray her worry. Last time I was alone, she came home to me trying to cut my wrists, the blood already staining my skin and the bed beneath me. I have tried in the two weeks since to get the image of the utter helplessness on her face out of my mind, but it remains, present and dark, telling me dueling messages. Whispering that her face is the exact reason why I cannot kill myself and leave her to find my body, leave her alone in this world. But screaming that her face is the exact reason why I should just end her pain over me once and for all. I don’t know which to believe.

“Yes, alone,” I finally answer her.

She nods slowly, letting the risk of my answer sink in. “So which one did you choose?”

“I didn’t yet. They’re almost all parties.”

Her eyes move over the bulletin board before she looks back at me and says, “How about you just close your eyes, and point to one. No matter what it is, you go.”

“That sounds-”

“Sounds like you’re doing your homework.” she cuts me off.

I take a deep breath and walk closer to the board, close my eyes and move my finger forward and to the left until it hits a piece of paper. Opening only one eye, I see it’s a flyer for a sophomore mixer tomorrow night.

“I’ll pick another one,” I hurry to say.

“Nope!” Jolie exclaims. “That’s not the way this works.”

“I’m not even a student here, let alone a sophomore.”

“Tomorrow night you are.” she giggles.

“Jolie, I...”

“One night Callie. Give yourself one night. If you don’t like it, tell your therapist and maybe you guys can figure out something else for you to do. But at least try it.”

I don’t want to. What good will one night do? I’d rather be at home, in my bed, in the dark.

But I look at my sister, my sister, with the bags and dark circles under her eyes because she’s been sleeping in my room, but because I don’t sleep neither does she. She’s too afraid to, scared I’ll find another knife or find something else to end my life with. Maybe if I go out, she’ll sleep, or do something for herself other than worry about me.

“Okay,” I say low, and she smiles.

And that makes it worth it.

When I’m looking at myself in a dress the next day though, nothing feels worth it, not even Jolie’s smile from yesterday, or the one she’s wearing now in the mirror.

“You look beautiful,” she compliments me.

“I look like I fit this three sizes ago.”

Her eyes dart down, but I see the truth in her gaze before she can hide it. I’ve lost thirty pounds in the last four months. My father ignores it. My mother tells me I could afford to lose a few pounds. The doctor tells my parents he’s concerned, and they should be too, but they brush his words aside, the same way they do mine. The same way they did as I listened to Jolie sob when she’d thought I’d finally gone to sleep, and she told my parents I needed help or I would die. She didn’t tell them the full story, that she’d found me attempting to commit suicide, or that had she come into the room just a minute later, I probably wouldn’t be here right now. But she told them enough that any parent who gave a damn about their daughter would have gotten her help right that moment.

But my parents don’t give a damn, not about anything but their image. So they’re fine to have me tucked under my blanket because that means others don’t see their wreck of a daughter. As long as I go to school for the degree they selected for me. As long as I paste on a smile for family photos. As long as I don’t let my disobedience show outside, they couldn’t care less about me.

“What shoes are you thinking?” Jolie asks.

I sigh, already exhausted from this night and I haven’t even left the house yet. “Black boots.”

Jolie grimaces, but doesn’t say a word as she hands me my black combat boots from under my bed.

“At least it matches.” I try.

“Yes, black on black. Very risqué.” she deadpans.

I swallow a quip about not going at all. She’s so excited. I can give her that.

“Get there at ten sharp.” I remind her.

She rolls her eyes, but nods. The party starts at eight, and I need to be out of there by ten. Jolie is to call when she gets there at ten, her call helping me escape just in case someone corners me for conversation, even though the chances of that are pretty slim. Then I’ll meet her outside.

“Go ahead. Get outta here.” She encourages me.

But I hear the trepidation in her voice. She’s terrified for me to be out of her sight. Scared I’ll never come back. Scared I’ll find some way to end my life without her eyes on me. Hell, probably scared I’ll drive my car into oncoming traffic on the way there, or on the way home. Sadly, she should be scared, because I’ve considered every one of those things. But this is for her, so I can’t ruin it like that. One day, when I’m gone, when I’ve finally summoned up the courage to go through with it, this may be one of the few good memories she has of me.

I can die another night. I assure myself.

For now, I turn around and let her take a few pictures, grab my phone and car keys, and leave my bedroom. Just like in the therapist’s office, I can feel eyes on me. My sister watches me, her stare more intense on my back than the therapist’s. I don’t turn to meet her gaze either.

Down the walkway, into the car, I instruct myself step by step. I drive through the town in silence, my mind
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