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	Before you begin: this book goes to some heavy places.

	For the readers who like to know what they’re getting into before they dive in — spoilers can be self-care — a full list of content warnings is waiting for you in the back of the book.

	Put yourself first.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	If you’ve ever been there for someone struggling with depression, this book is for you.

	Your story matters too.
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	1. Daphne
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	When my phone starts buzzing on my desk and my eyes catch the name of the caller, for a moment I’m sure my heart has stopped. My throat is clogging up, and the low murmur of voices blended with the steady hum of computers from the crowded office floor around me disappear. I hear nothing, except for the beating of my own heart and the violent vibration of the phone against the white desk.

	My fear is telling me that if he’s calling me, it can only mean one thing: bad news.

	No.

	Please, God, no.

	With a slightly shaking hand, I reach out to grab the phone, but I get up from my office chair before answering. I can’t be here when he tells me she’s gone. I can’t deal with the inquisitive looks from my coworkers. I’m feeling emotional just imagining what this call will result in.

	I don’t want to lose my best friend.

	I feel like he will hang up any second now, so even though I’m still walking past my coworkers and their desks, toward the hallway, I slide my thumb across the screen to answer Jason Moreno’s call.

	“Hi” is all I manage to get past the lump in my throat. Damn it, and now my eyes are watering. I step into the hallway and face the wall next to the door, closing my eyes, bracing for impact.

	“Hey, Daphne? It’s Jason, Olivia’s brother.”

	“I know, I have your number saved.” It must still be in my phone from a few years ago, when I threw her a surprise party and wanted to invite all her friends and family. I almost smile when I think of how happy she was that day. And then I feel like crying again, because she hasn’t been that happy in months. Maybe even years, honestly.

	“Sorry to call out of the blue like this. I’m with Olivia, and she’s …” He’s silent for a beat, and all I can see is Olivia’s lifeless frame, lying in a bed next to Jason. With her wrists slit, or an empty pill bottle next to her, or … “And she’s not doing well.”

	I barely contain my sob. I knew it.

	“So, I wanted to, um … take her up to our parents’ lake house for the weekend, and I think she would really appreciate it if you came too.”

	Wait, what? My hand reaches for the wall, and I’m literally having to hold myself up as relief washes over me. I’m hearing him correctly, right? He’s saying she’s still alive?

	“Or maybe you have plans already,” Jason goes on when I don’t reply to his invitation. “I know it’s short notice. And you’re probably still at work, or something?”

	“Yes,” I say, because it’s an easy, short word I can get out without letting him hear the emotion.

	“I get it,” he says, and it sounds a bit cold. “I’m sure you have better things to do. And I know she’s not … as fun, maybe, as she used to be.”

	“No, I …”

	“I just thought you’d want to support a friend who’s really been going through it lately, and who needs you. But if you have fun plans with friends, how can this compete?”

	I frown as I listen to him rant. I’ve done something to offend him, it seems, and I let the silence after his accusing tone linger on while I swallow my premature grief and get my head into what this conversation actually turned out to be.

	She’s still alive. She didn’t …

	“Jason, I’m sorry. I’m just processing. When your name popped up on my phone, I … I thought … I could only think of one reason you would call me.”

	He’s silent, and then I hear him take a deep breath. “Oh. Right. Fuck. I’m sorry.”

	I swallow and lick my dry lips. Then I turn around and lean my back against the wall, glancing at the boring dark-blue carpet in the empty hallway.

	“Well, do you want to come? We’re about to leave, I can text you the address. You can join whenever. Even for just a day.”

	I’m trying to remember if I have any plans this weekend, and what I need to cancel to meet Olivia and Jason at their lake house, but it doesn’t even matter. If she needs me, I’m there. I’d cancel anything.

	“Yes. Please send me the address. I’ll finish some things here, go home and pack.”

	“It’s about an hour’s drive from the city.”

	“Okay.”

	“No need to bring a towel, or bed stuff. It’s all there.” Suddenly he’s all business.

	“Fine.”

	“Great, so then I’ll …”

	“Is she …? How is she doing?”

	He’s silent, and I wish I knew him well enough to be able to picture him in my mind. To imagine what he’d be doing in that silence. Is he closing his eyes? Is he running a hand through his hair? Is he pacing back and forth? I don’t really know Jason, and the only thing I do know from experience is that he can be very closed off. During the surprise party a few years back, he mostly kept to himself, nursing a beer in the corner and avoiding small talk at all costs. I tried for a few minutes, but all I got were one-word answers, so I just let him stand in that corner and moved on.

	“It’s bad,” he says, his voice rough. “She was talking about … you know. Again.”

	I do know. And I know why he doesn’t want to say it. Because you don’t really want to acknowledge it when your sister is actively considering suicide.

	He talks over it. “I think she just needs a change of scenery. A break.”

	I look up, my gaze passing a notice board on the wall across from me, its corners curled and yellow. “Hence the lake house.”

	“Yeah.”

	I can’t help but wonder if it was her idea to invite me or his. To help carry the emotional load? Although, I’m not sure he even knows why he’s asking me. She’s my best friend, I hang out with her all the time, but she’s his sister. It must be hard for him to see her like this too.

	“Great, so I’ll see you later.”

	“Okay. See you.”

	We hang up. I’m silently standing in the corridor, still allowing the wall to carry some of my weight. And even though I thought I swallowed my emotion when I found out the call wasn’t what I thought it was, it’s rushing back with a vengeance. I blink to attack the tears forming in my eyes, but they travel to my cheeks anyway.

	My mind drifts back, and I let it. Sometimes it’s nice to think of how things were before Olivia’s daily struggle was getting out of bed.

	When we were in college, she was the life of the party. We both were, honestly. Not only did we attend all the parties on campus, but we also organized lots of them ourselves. For me college was a completely new experience. I was a very shy kid, but it was college when I really crawled out of my shell. I almost smile when I think back to the jungle party I threw, where I asked everyone in my building for their plants to decorate my dorm room with. And Olivia once threw a potato party, to celebrate the variety of dishes you can make with just a potato. She’d made french fries, hash browns, potato chips, patatas bravas, a potato salad … It was a huge success, although that could also have had something to do with the many, many drinks she served to accompany the potatoes.

	Now she’s so depressed I don’t think a potato party would do her any good. Sometimes I don’t even know how to reach her anymore.

	I wipe away my tears and shake my head. My whole body feels stiff, like the adrenaline is keeping me in fight-or-flight mode. Using a trick my therapist taught me years ago, I jump up and down a few times to get rid of the energy.

	Then I get into action mode.

	I make sure my eyes are dry when I reenter the office. Fluorescent lights buzz faintly overhead, washing the room in flat brightness. I’ll have to miss the meeting that I have scheduled for this afternoon, but I’m sure Emma can handle that for me. And I was supposed to meet another friend for lunch tomorrow, but I’ll text her that something’s come up. I stand still in the middle of the office to do it right away. The air feels dry, cool from the constant churn of the ventilation system. I just need to start checking things off my list so I can leave as soon as possible.

	“Hi, Daph.” Emma pops up next to me and gives me a slight nudge. “How’s the job search going?” she whispers with a mischievous glint in her eyes.

	I lift a finger and quickly finish my text. Then I guide my assistant to my desk to hand over my responsibilities for the rest of the day, ignoring her question about my job search. Our organization is pretty flexible, so we can usually accommodate changes easily.

	“Sorry to do this to you so last minute, but I need you to take that client meeting this afternoon,” I tell her, opening my inbox on my computer to forward her all the relevant information. She’s been on my sales team for two years now and knows our product inside out.

	“What? Why? Where will you be?” Emma drags over a desk chair from the empty desk next to me and sits down. Her blond curls bounce around happily, and she’s using her perfectly manicured fingers to tug a strand behind her ear.

	“I have to leave early today,” I tell her. “Personal reasons.”

	“Oh, okay.” She picks up a pen from my desk and starts fidgeting with it. “I’ve never done one of those meetings without you before.”

	“I know,” I say, leaving my computer for what it is to focus all my attention on her. “But you’ve run some of these meetings, I hardly had to say anything during that client lunch last week.”

	“Right, but … then I knew you were there to back me up or help me out when I need it.”

	I give her an encouraging smile. “But you don’t need it. I know you can do this.”

	She nods and clicks the pen. “Okay. Yeah. You’re right, you’re basically superfluous in those meetings.”

	Grinning, I tap her knee. “Just make sure to steer clear of jargon and use …”

	“I know, I know. Clear, concise language. Make it sound like they’re my friends that I’m explaining the software to, not a client.”

	“Yes, because most of them are not …”

	“Are not software developers themselves, so they don’t know the jargon any more than I do. I know, I know. You’ve taught me well.”

	“Exactly.” I smile, happy that I’ve proven my point. “So go kick ass today.” I glance behind her, at a few of the offices on this floor that actually have doors. The higher-ups are only granted a little bit of privacy, though, because the walls of those offices are made of glass. “Have you seen Malcolm?” I ask Emma.

	“Yeah, just got out of a meeting with him. He’s probably still in the conference room.”

	I nod. “Thanks. I’ll forward you all the info for the meeting, and one or two other things on my to-do list, if that’s okay.”

	“Totally. Gotta get ready to take over your job when you find a new one. Speaking of, you didn’t answer my question yet.” She rolls her chair closer to mine. “How is the job search going?”

	I let out a soft sigh. It’s not going well, because I’m not really looking. I don’t really want to switch jobs; I just feel like I have to, after everything that happened with Malcolm. He’s worked here longer than me, and I don’t want him to feel like he’s the one that needs to leave.

	But I like this job. I like the people I work with. Mostly I like the goals and mission of this company—selling our software product to organizations in the mental health sector, allowing them to free up admin hours to spend more time on actually helping people through whatever it is they’re dealing with. Not the most noble of professions, but I like that it adds value at the end of the line.

	It’s just a little awkward to work with an ex, and I wouldn’t mind cutting that awkwardness out of my life.

	“Slowly. I do still think it’s for the best, I just haven’t found anything that compares to what I’ve built here.”

	“That’s because you’re gonna have to build something new.” Emma winks. “I’ll get out of your hair. Send over whatever you need me to do, and I’ll make sure to have it done by end of day.”

	“You’re a lifesaver, thanks, Em.”

	Her blond curls bounce when she walks away.

	After quickly scanning my emails to filter out the urgent ones and sending everything over to my trusted sales assistant, I close my laptop and shove it in my bag. Next, I get up and walk over to the conference room.

	Malcolm and I met here, at the company. After a few months of innocent flirting and a lot of witty banter, he asked me out. I wasn’t sure if it was wise to date a coworker, but the company didn’t have a policy against it and I really liked him. I still like him. But it turned out we weren’t compatible for a long-term relationship.

	Or maybe it’s just me who isn’t compatible for a long-term relationship. That’s always a possibility, especially with my history.

	“Knock, knock,” I say, standing in the doorway. A stray pen cap lies abandoned halfway down the table, blue plastic catching the light.

	Malcolm is at the head of a large, oval table, looking up from his laptop when I enter. He looks good, as usual. And happy to see me, as usual.

	“Got a sec?”

	“Sure, come in.” He shuts his laptop and gestures to the chair on his right.

	As I’m walking toward him, I realize this is one of the reasons I fell in love with him. He would always give me his full attention whenever we were in a conversation. Whether it was at work, or on a date, or at one of our homes. It’s not just with me either. That’s who he is with everyone.

	His black hair is perfectly styled, and he always looks stunning in his business attire. As I take a seat, he gives me a small smile, ignoring the creaking sound my chair makes when it’s required to carry my weight.

	Three weeks ago, Malcolm and I had a long talk and I let him know I needed some space. He wasn’t happy with that; I guess he didn’t see it coming. Honestly, I didn’t see it coming either. Things with Malcolm had been fine. We never fought, we didn’t have any arguments, the sex was pretty good. Wanting a break was a spur-of-the-moment decision, based on nothing more than a feeling, making it a little hard to explain to him. We left things on somewhat good terms, deciding to take some time apart to see how we feel in a few weeks or months. I think I’ll feel the same, but it seemed only fair to give him this time to adjust to the idea that we won’t be getting back together.

	So we’re not hanging out now. I just see him at work. Even though we’re not a couple anymore, we’re not officially broken up either. For me it feels like we’re through, but I think he still has hope we’ll get together. Currently we’re just in this weird … limbo.

	“I need to take the rest of the day off,” I tell him. “I’ll bring my laptop, just in case I need to do something remotely.”

	He nods. I’ve proven I can do my job, so there’s no need for him to question if the work my team is responsible for will get done when I’m gone. We both know it will. But I can see the other question in his eyes.

	“I’m fine,” I reassure him. “I’m not sick, or anything.”

	He nods and leans back. “So then it’s Olivia.”

	I don’t know why, but those words make me shudder. And not in a good way. I feel kind of … judged?

	“Yeah. Something’s come up, and I just want to be there for her.”

	He keeps nodding, and looks out the window for a few seconds. The long table feels too big with only the two of us at it. Then he looks at me with an apologetic smile. That’s how I know he’s about to say something he thinks I won’t like.

	“Just be careful. Don’t let her drag you down.”

	I was right; I don’t like that. I’m tempted to tell him I’m none of his business anymore, but I don’t. There’s no point picking a fight.

	“I’m more hoping that I’ll be the one to lift her up,” I reply honestly.

	He smiles. Wide. And his eyes have that sparkle they used to have when we were out on a date. “I know. It’s a charming quality. But at some point, you’re going to have to ask yourself if you are still getting something out of the friendship.”

	It’s remarks like this that caused me to break up with him. Well, it’s part of it. With just those few words, however true they may be, he’s putting a spotlight on the differences we have in our values. I’m loyal to a fault. And he’s a little more … transactional. Everything has to be equal for him, at least in the long run.

	Maybe not even equal. Just … beneficial to him.

	It made me wonder. If we ever got to the point in our relationship where we vowed our lives to each other, would he really be there for me for better and for worse?

	I’ll never know, and I had to put an end to our relationship before ever finding out.

	“I’m not saying it to be mean, you know that,” Malcolm continues when I stay silent. “I’m just trying to look out for you. It’s … I could always see how much you were hurting whenever you got back from hanging out with her, and I just … want to see you happy.”

	I can’t look at him when he speaks, because he’s not wrong. It can be emotionally draining to be around Olivia these days, which makes sense. But it’s not an excuse to drop her as a friend, right when she needs me the most. I could never …

	“I know, Malcolm. Thanks. I’m … I’ll keep you updated, about when I’ll be back in the office,” I say, moving my chair back to get up. The faint tap of his finger against the table reaches my ears, steady and rhythmic.

	“Okay. And … Daphne? Actually, I was hoping to talk to you later. But it can wait till next week, when you’re back?”

	Immediately I’m dreading that conversation because I’m pretty sure it’s going to consist of Malcolm trying to convince me to give us another go, and me trying my hardest to stand firm on my decision. It’s not easy, because I didn’t end things with Malcolm because the love I had for him has just evaporated.

	“Yeah. Yeah, sure, we can talk next week.” At the very least, I can give him some of my time.

	“Have a good weekend,” he says.

	I walk out of the conference room, out of the building, and two hours later, I’m driving out of the city.
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	Road trips with my sister used to be so much fun. She’d create a playlist, prepare a quiz, have a ton of car games up her sleeve. Plus, normally, I like to drive. I like to see the road stretched out in front of me, the interaction with other drivers, the simple moves of turning the steering wheel or using my blinker. It gets me in a certain flow that only a few other things in my life create.

	But today the tension in the car is like a noose around my neck.

	I wince. Pun not intended.

	My whole body feels like it’s constantly straining, and my skin feels too tight. I try to take a few deep breaths, keeping my gaze on the highway we’re cruising on.

	“Do you want to listen to some music?” I ask Olivia, who hasn’t said a word since we left the city. She’s just sitting there, staring out the window like her soul has already left her body.

	I blink a few times and let out a sigh, pushing that thought away—and the emotion that comes with it. Goddamned emotions.

	I glance to the side, but Olivia doesn’t make any eye contact. She doesn’t say anything. She’s not even here. Not really.

	Fuck, it’s bad this time.

	I choose what I want and turn the radio on. I need a distraction from this heavy fog that surrounds my sister, like a cloud of mist nobody can see through. I totally get that she can’t see a way out of her depression, and it’s getting harder for me to see in that fog too.

	I turn up the volume to prevent any further conversation, and I take a quick peek to see if it’s bothering her. She hasn’t moved, and her expression hasn’t changed, so I’m assuming she’s fine with it.

	I lower my foot on the gas even more, not caring about speed limits. Vibration hums through the floor, steady and constant. I just feel like I need to get her to that lake house. It’ll all be better when we’re there; it always used to be. It’s been years since we went there last—nowadays Mom and Dad go by themselves, to get away from the city—but when we were younger, we’d go there all the time. Every season we would spend at least one vacation or weekend there, and we made some amazing memories. We’d go swimming in the lake, we’d go on hikes, we’d build huts, and one summer we even created a raft to go out on the lake with. Later we got a rowboat we’d take out to the little island a few miles offshore. Sometimes we would just stay inside, watching movies, playing board games, baking brownies—and decorating them, of course. And there were plenty of times where we’d all just do something for ourselves, in the same space, simply existing together.

	I loved going to the lake house, and I know Olivia did too. She just needs to remember how fun it can be. Life, I mean. She needs to look beyond the dark cloud that is her current state of mind and be reminded that there is good too. That she hasn’t always felt and won’t always feel this way.

	My knuckles turn white when I grip the steering wheel harder. Fuck, I hope she won’t always feel this way. I need her to be okay again. Soon.

	When my parents called this morning, I kind of lied to them. I still feel bad about it. They’re in Hawaii, taking a vacation for the first time in years. A vacation they not only deserve but also desperately need. I know it’s been hard on them too. They feel helpless when it comes to Olivia. Sure, they’ve helped her get treatment with a psychiatrist, and they are aiding her financially, but I can tell nothing feels like it’s enough to them. I guess that’s how it is when your child is suffering and you just want them to be happy. So I wasn’t about to tell them Olivia isn’t doing well, because I’m certain they’d be on the first flight back. Which is unnecessary because honestly? Even if they were here, it wouldn’t change anything. I know that when Olivia snapped out of this stupor, she’d only feel guilty for having ruined their holiday.

	Plus, she has me.

	I roll my eyes as I change lanes to pass a few slow drivers. What a great help I’ve been—not. It’s impossible for me to make her feel better, it seems. But I have to try. I have to keep trying. And the only thing I could think of this time was to invite that college friend of hers, Daphne. Olivia used to have a lot of fun with her, so the girl must be able to do something for Olivia now. I know they’re still in contact. She’s one of the few friends—maybe the only friend—I think Olivia still keeps in touch with.

	Or that keeps in touch with her.

	It was an awkward call to make, to be honest. I felt like I showed all my cards, letting this girl that’s practically a stranger know that I have no idea what to do with my own sister. God, and then when I thought she wasn’t going to come, I started rambling, accidentally guilt-tripping her into coming, when all she was doing was processing that I wasn’t calling her to tell her Olivia had died.

	I’m such a dick; I should’ve considered that was something she’d think.

	However weak it made me look, I’m kind of glad I invited her along. At the very least, it’ll mean I have someone to share the pressure with. Although, I’m not sure how well this Daphne person deals with pressure. The one time I met her, she seemed a bit shallow. She started chatting about her running schedule and how she’d just started taking cold showers in the morning. What the fuck ever. The party we were at was at a club, so half the time I couldn’t even hear her over the incessant beats of nineties pop hits.

	We’ll just see how it goes this weekend.

	After a while I notice Olivia has fallen asleep. Her dark hair is draped over her face as her head rests against the side window at an angle. Her mouth is slightly open, and it kills me that this expression on her face is the closest to peaceful I think I’ve seen her.

	During the remainder of our trip to the lake house, I try to make a plan. I try to think of what will help snap her out of it, what will make her happy, or at least not unhappy. Maybe we should make those brownies we always used to make, and I should get some whipped cream and sprinkles and stuff to decorate them. We could watch some movies we loved when we were kids. Maybe she’ll even have enough energy to play a board game or a video game.

	As we exit the highway and come closer and closer to our destination, I find myself thinking the most horrible thing. I try to push the thought away, but I’m clinging to it because it’s kind of comforting too. I’m hoping she’ll keep sleeping for a while. I can take it when unconsciousness is the reason for her mental absence.

	Trees rush by in streaks of green, smearing into one another. After driving down a long and winding road with cabins on either side, with lots of space in between to avoid noise complaints from neighbors, I reach the house that has given me so many good childhood memories. I park the car next to it, leaving enough room for Daphne’s car, and before shutting off the engine, I turn down the music slowly so there’s no abrupt change in sound. When the music is gone, I take the key out of the ignition and let out a deep sigh. Just when I’m about to open my door to unload the car and take our stuff inside, Olivia stirs.

	“Hey,” I say, looking at her.

	She squeezes her eyes shut and then opens them, blinking a few times. With a dazed look, she glances around at the house next to us and the lake in front of us.

	“We’re here,” she says.

	“Yeah.”

	A yawn escapes her, and she sits up straighter, rubbing her eyes and stretching a little. The power nap seems to have done her some good at least.

	“I’m just gonna go unload the car, you take your time,” I tell her, opening up the door and getting out.

	The air feels warmer here than it did in the city, and the sun is trying to sneak through the canopy covering the house and the path behind us. I’m surrounded by green on all sides, except for the side that touches the lake. We’ve come at just the right time. It’s late spring, and nature is presenting itself in all its leafy glory.

	The exterior of the house is a blend of old-world charm and contemporary elegance. A wide, welcoming porch, adorned with simple wooden balustrades, is inviting us with open arms. The rich, earthy hues of the painted exterior echo the natural ones of the environment, seamlessly blending the man-made structure with its picturesque surroundings.

	As I walk around to the trunk, Olivia doesn’t stay in the car. She opens the passenger door and gets out, walking toward the lake. I’m not sure if I should follow her or give her some space. I don’t want to do the wrong thing.

	For a second, I consider the dangers of leaving her near the lake by herself. If she jumped in, would she drown? Shaking my head to myself, I decide she wouldn’t. She’s too good of a swimmer, and I’m pretty sure a survival instinct would kick in anyway. The water here isn’t wild enough to take anyone on a joyride that’ll cost them their life. If she wanted to drown here, she would have to tie an anvil to her legs before jumping in.

	Note to self: Keep Olivia away from anvils.

	I’ll quickly take our stuff inside and then see where she’s at. I lift my duffel bag from the trunk, along with her suitcase—which I packed for her this morning—and take it all up to the front porch of the house. I enter the four-digit code to the key box that’s hidden behind a large plant next to the front door, and with the key, I open the doors to our temporary abode.

	I stroll into the open-plan living area with vaulted ceilings and exposed wooden beams. Sunlight cascades through the large windows, casting a soft glow upon the polished hardwood floors. I glance at Olivia through the glass, wanting to keep an eye on her even though the logical part of my brain already decided she won’t be able to take her own life in the few minutes I leave her alone at the lake. It’s just hard to convince the fear part of my brain of anything.

	We once had to have the floors I’m walking on repolished because Olivia and I had drawn a very intricate artwork on it in the early hours of the day, when our parents were still asleep and unaware of what their young children were up to. I think my dad wanted to keep the drawing, but my mom likes things a certain way and prefers everything to be … neat and tidy. So now it’s just a regular wooden floor again.

	I put the luggage down and walk out the side door, located next to the fireplace. A sprawling deck extends toward the crystal-clear lake, with slow, languid waves alerting us to the presence of other people using the water for their enjoyment. The lake is gigantic; it’s impossible to see the opposite shore from here. As a kid, that used to scare me, the vastness of it. But then I took some swimming lessons, started playing merman and mermaid with my sister, and soon came to love it here.

	Olivia has taken a seat on one of the weathered yet still inviting-looking deck chairs, staring out over the lake and up at the trees. I’m not sure if it’s possible, but she looks a little lighter. And somehow that makes me feel proud. I’m happy my idea of bringing her here is at least doing something. I’m helping.

	“It’s been forever since we’ve been here,” I say, taking a seat on the chair next to her. I extend my legs and lean back, folding my arms behind my head.

	“Yeah, way too long. We never get invited when Mom and Dad want a romantic weekend away here.”

	I smile. “Thank God for that. I’m still traumatized by that time I heard them making out in the shower. I so do not want to be here for their romantic weekends away.”

	I give her a sideways glance and am disappointed to see she’s not laughing at my joke.

	She just says, “That’s fair.”

	“Maybe we can start a new tradition. We can come here together sometimes.”

	She nods, pulling her legs up onto the chair and hugging her knees to her chest. She’s taking in the scenery, and I follow her lead. In the distance, a few people in rowboats float on the water, and I wonder if our little rowboat is still seaworthy. Or, well, lake worthy. I’ll try it out soon; it would be fun to go out on the boat this weekend.

	Olivia and I settle into a semicomfortable silence. I wonder what she’s thinking about. Is she wondering what I’m thinking about? I can’t remember the last time she asked me how I was doing. And that’s okay because even if she did ask, I would only say I’m fine. This is not the time to bother her with my problems. They are nothing compared to hers. Just a few clients that are waiting on deliverables, and a bug in one of the apps I coded that I can’t seem to trace, but I’ll sort it out. I always do.

	I stare ahead at the water and just let time pass. I feel a little calmer now that we’re here, and I’m considering the fact that maybe this weekend isn’t just for Olivia. Maybe I need this too.


 

	 

	 

	3. Daphne
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	After a long drive, a whole lot of Taylor Swift, and a quick detour through the woods because I got lost, I finally enter the driveway of the lake house. I park my car next to the Toyota Camry that’s already there, and then I just sit there for a second. On the way here, I tried to think of things to do with Olivia, ways to help her, subjects to talk about. But I know that none of it really matters. What matters is the intention. What matters is that I’m here for her. My presence. The rest will sort itself out.

	At least, that’s what I’m hoping.

	After grabbing my stuff from the car, I walk up to the house. My eyes keep darting to the enormous lake, which is beckoning me to quickly change into my swimsuit and take a dip. It’s so peaceful out here. The only sounds are those of birds, and the fresh nature smell fills my lungs, eliciting a sigh. For a second I think I smell lavender, but that feels like a trick of my mind. It’s the name of the lake, but I’m not sure lavender even grows here.

	When I reach the door, I see a few potted lavender plants on the porch. That must be where the smell comes from. It’s cute that they honor the name of the lake like that.

	Just as I’m about to knock on the door, my eyes move to the left and I can make out the side of a guy’s head around the corner. He’s sitting on a deck chair facing the lake. I put my small suitcase down and walk to the side of the house, smiling when both Olivia and Jason come into view. They’re sitting with their backs toward me, both staring out at the lake. Olivia has her knees drawn up to her chest, her chin resting on top of her right knee, and Jason is lying back, his hands tucked underneath the back of his head.

	I just stand there for a beat, wondering what they’ve been through these past few hours, these past few days. I wonder what happened that caused Olivia to slip back to that dark place, but at the same time, I understand there probably isn’t one thing that caused it—that’s not how depression works—and I realize she didn’t slip back. She may have never left those shadows.

	I hate to break the silence, the serenity, but I announce my presence by saying hi just loud enough to be heard over the happy twittering of the birds. Jason immediately sits up and turns around. His short hair looks messy, like he hasn’t done anything to it since he got out of bed this morning, and he’s wearing a simple T-shirt and jeans combo. A classic. He looks at me and lets out a sigh that makes me think he’s relieved to see me. He greets me with a small wave.

	As I walk toward them, my gaze shifts to Olivia. She just turned her head, and now she’s looking at me like she had no idea I was coming. Did Jason not tell her? Her eyes widen a bit, and just before she averts them, I catch the tears forming. I keep walking. I give Jason a small nod when I pass him, then plop down on Olivia’s deck chair, right in front of her, entering her bubble of sadness.

	After a quick peek, she leans her forehead against her knees, curling into herself. Her body starts shaking, and I wrap my arms around her entire form, resting my head on top of hers. I breathe in her smell, getting a small whiff of her apple-scented shampoo, and it makes me feel a little relieved to learn she’s showered recently. That’s something.

	I don’t know why she’s crying. I’m not sure she even knows. She’s just sad. Possibly despairing. Overwhelmed. I comfort myself with the fact that she feels something. She sometimes scares me more when she’s stoic.

	“Hi, bestie,” I whisper. I reach my hand up to slowly stroke her hair, and then I lean back to look at her.

	She lifts her head. Her red eyes stare back at me, filled with a deep sense of grief. “What are you doing here?” she manages to say.

	“I have a crush on your brother, don’t tell him.” I wink at her and quickly glance at Jason to see if he can appreciate the joke. I hide my shock when I see he’s not only not laughing, but his face is filled with annoyance when before he seemed relatively friendly. Okay, so, maybe not the best joke?

	But Olivia? She smiles. It’s small, barely noticeable, but it’s there. And it fills me with an immense amount of hope.

	“So, what do you want to do today? I think we should swim in this big-ass lake, for starters. And I’m going to go to the store to get some supplies. We need snacks. And, I guess, some normal food too.”

	I’m assuming they didn’t go grocery shopping yet, but I glance at Jason to verify that. He’s not looking at me or Olivia; he’s staring at the lake. Or, no … his feet. I frown.

	Olivia wipes at her tears and lets out a soft sigh. I hope the cry gave her some relief. She doesn’t respond to my words, but that’s okay. I don’t need a reply to keep talking; it’s a gift I have.

	“So, let’s go inside. You’ve got to show me this house you were always talking about in college. The famous lake house. Please tell me there is a fireplace.”

	“There is,” she says softly. She rakes her fingers through her dark tresses and slides her legs to the side of the deck chair so her feet touch the deck. “And a bathtub.”

	I get up. “Heaven.” I reach for her hand to help her up too.

	Jason leans back a bit, as if he’s distancing himself from us, and I’m guessing he’ll stay here while we walk toward the house, but when I hook my arm through Olivia’s, he gets up and trails behind us.

	“I can’t believe you got to come here when you were younger. I would have loved it here as a kid. Did you guys ever build a raft or something, to go on the lake?”

	I glance back at Jason to include him in the conversation, but he’s looking down.

	It’s Olivia that replies. “Yeah, we did. A few times, actually. Not all of them suitable for the water.”

	“Why not?”

	“They didn’t float.”

	I smile. “Still sounds like fun.”

	Olivia leads the way to the front door, where I grab my suitcase with my free hand and she pushes open the door—which is apparently already unlocked. When we walk in, I take in the space. It’s beautiful. Exactly what you’d expect from a lake house. Wooden beams, hardwood floors. The style kind of reminds me of her parents’ other house. There’s a big TV, a fireplace, an open-plan kitchen, and couches that look like their comfort would make it very hard to get up from them. As soon as Jason closes the door behind us, all sounds from outside disappear.

	“Wow, this is nice,” I comment. I let go of Olivia’s arm and lift my suitcase with a questioning look on my face. “Where should I put this?”

	“In the bedroom.” Olivia gestures toward a hallway that leads away from the living room.

	The first thing I notice in the hallway is that it’s completely filled with pictures. Most of them seem to have been taken here. Pictures of a young Olivia and Jason playing in the sand, floating on the water, climbing the trees. I intend to look at them more closely later.

	“You can sleep in my parents’ bedroom,” Olivia says. “Right?” She glances at Jason, who continues observing us with a frown on his face.

	“Actually,” he speaks for the first time. “I thought you could take that room, Liv. It might be nice to have the room to yourself, and since your sleep schedule is a bit messed up …” He shrugs.

	I look at Olivia, who’s now interested in a spot on the floor. “Oh yeah. Maybe. But I kind of want to sleep in my bed.”

	I walk over to the doors at the end of the hallway. There’re two bedrooms across the hall from each other. One of them has a queen-size bed, and the other has a bunk bed. The bottom bunk has pink, checkered bedding, while the top bunk has dark-blue bedding.

	There is also a small staircase leading up. “What about upstairs?” I ask.

	Jason shakes his head. “There’s nothing there. It’s full of all the junk Mom and Dad didn’t want in their house anymore. We hardly ever go up there.”

	“So why don’t you just take this room?” I say, gesturing to the room with the bunk bed. I want Olivia to feel most comfortable, so if she wants to sleep in her own bed, she should. “It’s fine. Jason and I can sleep in your parents’ bed. It’s big enough. Right?”

	I look at them. I hope Jason doesn’t mind the suggestion, but I agree with him that Olivia’s probably better off in the peace and quiet of a room of her own. I don’t want her waking her up whenever one of us moves around.

	Jason is scowling at me, so I feel the need to backpedal a bit. Maybe he feels weird about sleeping in the same bed as some girl he doesn’t know. I don’t really care either way, since I’m able to sleep anywhere.

	“And whenever you want, one of us can crash in the top bunk,” I tell Olivia. “To keep you company.”

	She nods. “Yeah, okay.” She walks into the room. “I’m kind of tired, actually.”

	Makes sense. The trip here probably took a lot of energy for her. She lies down on her bed, hugging the pillow to her face.

	I turn around and walk into the master bedroom, putting my suitcase next to the nearest side of the bed. The room is quite dark, the window looking out at the trees next to the house, with barely any light filtering through.

	When I look back, Jason is leaning against the doorway to his sister’s room. She’s already closed her eyes, and he’s looking at her sleeping form. That time I met him, a few years ago, I found his presence a bit … heavy. He didn’t put in any effort to make it easy for me to talk to him, like he wanted to make me work for him to deign to speak to me. Currently that appears to be amplified. I recognize some of Olivia in him, and not the light and bubbly side of her that she finds so hard to locate these days. Her darker side. The side of her that has fallen asleep within seconds in the middle of the day.

	All of a sudden Jason turns around, and his gaze is, once again, one of annoyance. I think. I’m kind of curious why he would invite me—without telling Olivia—if he finds me so annoying, but I don’t ask, because there is no rapport between us yet.

	So I decide that must be established.

	“Did you guys get any supplies? Food?” I whisper, in order not to wake up Olivia. He winces at the sound, as if it’s still too loud, and he leans in to close the door to his sister’s bedroom.

	He lets out a sigh and shakes his head. “No, I kind of just wanted to get her here.” He looks at the door behind him. “I’ll go now, she always sleeps for at least an hour, usually more.”

	“I can join you. How about you drive, and I’ll make a list on the way?”

	“Sure.”

	“Let me write a quick note for Olivia, in case she does wake up,” I say, walking over to my bags to take out a notepad from my work. When I’m done, I put the note on the floor in front of her door, hoping to be able to take it away before she has a chance to see it.

	I walk back to the living room, and Jason follows me. He closes the side entrance that opens out to the deck, walks to the front door, and lets me pass first. As soon as I’m outside, I hear the birds chirping again, a sound that was completely blocked by the walls of the house when I was inside.

	“I was just kidding when I told Olivia I have a crush on you,” I say with a smile as we walk to the car. I want to break the ice with him, if we’re going to be here together all weekend and we’ll be sleeping in the same bed.

	“Obviously,” he mutters.

	Nope, still frosty. I pull my jacket around me tighter and get in the passenger seat of his Toyota.


 

	 

	 

	4. Jason
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	This was a mistake. From the second this Daphne girl showed up, everything went wrong.

	I’d hoped she would be able to cheer Olivia up a little, but the moment she arrived, my sister was in tears. She cried for what felt like an eternity, and Daphne just sat there. She did nothing. There were no attempts to make her feel better, to cheer her up.

	I’m not exactly happy about sleeping in the same bed as the girl either. I’d already thought about the fact that we would have to sleep in the same room, but in the two bunks, at least we wouldn’t have to look at each other. Now I’m going to have to sleep on one side all the time, to keep my back turned to her.

	But the worst of it all? She will not stop talking.

	“What about things like salt, cooking oil, condiments? Should we get that, or do you think they’re already in the kitchen? We really should’ve looked through the cabinets before leaving.”

	I lean my elbow on the door next to me, pressing my knuckles to my cheek. “Probably. Not sure.”

	“Right. I’ll just add them to the list, better to be safe than sorry. It’s kind a long drive to the supermarket, huh? It’d be a pain to have to go again.”

	I wish I hadn’t decided to keep the music in the car off when we first got in; at least I’d have something else to listen to right now. But I was polite. Big mistake. Could I get away with turning it on now?

	I guess the better question is how much I want her to dislike me?

	I decide against the music. I have to sleep in the same bed as this girl, after all. Plus, she did come all this way for Olivia. That says something about her.

	Daphne’s looking out the side window, then she turns her head and leans back a little. “Should we have left her there, by herself? What if she wakes up and … tries something?” she asks softly.

	I clear my throat and admit the thing I did just before we left. “I locked her door, just in case.”

	Daphne’s jaw drops, and she turns to look at me. “Jason! You can’t just lock your sister in a room!”

	“If it prevents her from fucking killing herself, I can,” I snarl.

	That shuts her up. I can feel her keep looking at me, judging me. I’m sure she doesn’t approve of my methods. Hell, I don’t even really approve of what I did, but I’ve spent days with her, watching her, making sure nothing happens. I considered letting Daphne get the groceries by herself, but then I would have had to stay with my sister, and I just can’t … do anything for her.

	What a fucking mess.

	Daphne can judge me all she wants; she’s not in this like I’m in this. But when I glance over at her, she’s not looking at me with judgment but with pity.

	I’m not sure which is worse.

	I quickly avert my gaze.

	“Okay, right, well … Smart thinking, I guess,” she says, leaning back in her seat. “So, is there anything you’d like to get?”

	Liquor.

	I’m not a drunk, but sometimes a nice glass of alcohol makes life a little less dramatic.

	I shrug. I don’t need her to add my stuff to her list. I’ll just grab my own things when we’re there. “No.”

	I can feel her looking at me again, but I pretend to be fully immersed in the act of driving. We’re almost there, thank God. I’ll just let her get the stuff on the list she made, and I’ll get the stuff on my own mental list.

	There’s a long silence while she continues working on her plan for the groceries, and she seems to have learned that she’ll get nothing from me. But now it annoys me that even in the silence, I still feel tension. Like I’m constantly waiting for her to break that silence.

	When we’re seconds away from our destination, she does.

	“Jason?”

	A grumbling sound leaves my throat.

	“Did you not tell her you asked me to come?” she asks. And I know why. Because Olivia looked surprised to see her there.

	I sigh softly and turn the car into the parking lot of the grocery store. “I did. But she was kind of out of it. And she doesn’t always retain information when she’s … in that state.”

	Daphne nods and reaches up to tuck a strand of hair behind her ear. “Right. Of course.”

	I take the key out of the ignition and get out of the car. Daphne follows my lead and walks over to the collection of shopping carts that’s in the parking lot. I decide to get my own cart, and we walk to the entrance of the store in silence.

	“Let’s just split up and meet back at the car,” I say.

	I’m already walking away when I hear her say, “Oh, okay.”

	Luckily the store is quite big, so I can disappear from her line of sight easily. First, I walk toward the baking goods aisle, to find a mix for brownies and some stuff to decorate them with. Who knows, a little nostalgia, a little sugar. Maybe it’ll cheer Olivia up. Next, I seek out the dairy section to get some whipped cream. It occurs to me to get some eggs and bacon for breakfast, so I search out those. I’m crisscrossing my way through the supermarket, which doesn’t keep me out of Daphne’s path. She seems to go about it in a more organized way, walking through all the aisles to grab whatever’s on that list of hers. She looks up while picking up some fruits and veggies, and she smiles when she catches my eye. I get a carton of eggs, put them in my cart, and walk away.

	It takes me about ten minutes to gather some of the basics, and then I’m on my way to get some alcohol. Two six-packs and a bottle of vodka should do. I don’t plan on getting wasted; I just want something to help take the edge off.

	Pushing my cart toward the register, I glance around to see how far along Daphne is. She’s stepping out from one of the last aisles and is walking toward me. Again with that smile. Frowning, I turn around. Why does that smile bother me so much?

	As I’m putting my items on the conveyor belt, I become aware of why. Because what is there to smile about? How can she just walk around being happy when Olivia is suffering so much?

	She enters the same check-out line as me and starts transferring items from her cart to the conveyor belt. I quickly glance at her, and her gaze is directed at my groceries. For a second I wonder what it is that’s causing that frown between her eyebrows, but when I follow her gaze, I’m pretty sure it’s not the brownie mix that’s caught her attention. It’s the booze.

	I ignore her judgy little frown and greet the cashier when she starts scanning my products. I didn’t think of bringing a shopping bag, but just as I’m about to reach for a paper bag, Daphne holds up a tote for me. I didn’t see her taking that to or from the car earlier.

	“Thanks,” I mumble, accepting the bag. I start packing up the groceries, and when the cashier reaches Daphne’s stuff, I tell her to just keep going and to put it on the same tab.

	“Oh, that’s okay. I don’t mind paying,” Daphne says. She walks past me with another tote bag to help pack up.

	“Me neither.”

	She gives me a small smile and nods, allowing me to pay when the cashier has finished scanning everything. I lift the tote bag and take the other one from Daphne. She seems confused by the fact that I’m going to carry both bags, but she lets me anyway.

	In silence we walk back to the car, but of course she can’t just let that silence continue.

	“So, we’re making brownies?” she asks, after we put the shopping carts back where we found them.

	I look at her, and the little lines next to her eyes tell me she’s cheerful. Cheery. Full of cheer. She’s like the polar opposite of Olivia right now.

	I wonder if it was the brownie mix she noticed, and not the alcohol. “I guess.”

	“Sounds like fun. Olivia will love it.”

	I hope so.

	When we’re back in the car, I correct my earlier mistake. I put on music right when I start the car, and I turn up the volume. I feel Daphne looking at me for a few seconds, and then she directs her gaze to the windshield.

	She doesn’t say another word. Excellent. I let the lyrics and instrumentals of Imagine Dragons fill the car and my mind while driving home, and it isn’t until we’re on the road for a while that I notice something else she’s doing.

	She’s singing along to my music.

	Staring out the window, she’s softly singing the words to the songs. It seems like she doesn’t mean for me to hear her, but she can’t seem to not sing along. I make a valiant attempt to not roll my eyes, and fail. Luckily she’s not looking at me.

	I keep driving, but now that I know, it’s impossible not to hear her whispered singing. She knows all the songs, like my favorite band is also her favorite band. I don’t want her to ruin the music I like, so I choose the lesser of two evils when I turn off the music mid-song. She catches on a second later and turns her face toward me.

	“I love them,” she says, as if my move was an invitation for a conversation. “I saw them live last year. They came to town.”

	I look at her quickly. “In May?”

	She nods.

	“Me too.” It’s weird to know that we were at the same concert a year ago.

	“They’re so good.”

	They are. I’m kind of surprised she likes them. I mean, they’re pretty mainstream now, sure, but I’d still have pegged her as more of a Taylor Swift fan.

	“We should put on music at the lake house too. Olivia always loved to dance. Could be a good way to get her body moving.”

	“I don’t think she feels like dancing right now,” I say.

	“Well, no. But sometimes the body can trick the mind just as well as the mind can trick the body.”

	“You think she’s gonna get out of this with tricks?”

	Daphne lets out a sigh. “No. Of course not. But if it can’t hurt, it’s worth a try. Don’t you think?”

	“I guess.”

	“Okay. When we get back, we’ll put on some music. Make brownies. Let her get some fresh air. It’s amazing what small things can amount to.”

	I nod. Because isn’t this why I invited her? For her help. The shared burden? It’s almost impossible for Olivia to do any worse, so there’s no harm in letting Daphne try some of these random things.

	“Thanks,” I say softly, before I can talk myself out of saying it.

	She looks at me, but I keep my eyes on the road.

	“For coming,” I clarify.

	I don’t need to watch her to know she’s showing that damn smile again.


 

	 

	 

	5. Daphne
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	If we’d done the groceries together, we wouldn’t have so many duplicate products. We got about two dozen eggs, two loafs of bread, two sticks of butter … I bite my tongue not to make a remark about it while Jason and I are putting the groceries away, but I’m still not sure why he wanted to go off on his own so badly. It’s not like I wouldn’t see the things he ended up buying.

	The whole trip was a little exhausting. He’s not one for small talk—or any talk, it seems—and I felt like I got nowhere with him as we were driving home. But then he thanked me, so I guess he does appreciate the fact I’m here? The guy’s a little hard to read.

	I’m glad we’re back at the lake house now so I can direct my attention to Olivia. After putting away the last of the groceries, I fold up the tote bags and look at Jason, who took out the brownie mix and seems set on making them right away. I hadn’t pegged him as a baker.

	“I’ll go wake up Olivia.” I turn to walk to her room—which Jason unlocked as soon as we got back—but his voice stops me in my tracks.

	“What? No.”

	I look back at him. “It’s the middle of the day. I don’t think she should mess up her sleep schedule too much. If she sleeps now, she’ll be awake all night, don’t you think?”

	“Who cares? She’s tired, let her sleep.”

	Frowning, I fully turn back to him. It’s so hard to gauge him. He wants to help her so badly, but I wonder if his protective instincts are getting in the way of that. She may want to sleep now and feel good now, but she’ll be worse off if she’s awake in the middle of the night, haunted by the darkness inside and out. And tonight we’ll both be asleep, leaving her all alone to fend off her demons.

	As I’m watching Jason, I’m beginning to think he’s slipping too. It may be a bit premature, because I’ve only been around him for, like, an hour and a half, but he seems down. And who can blame him? Seeing his sister like this must be tough on him.

	I decide to give Olivia a little bit more unconscious time, and to really push for waking her up in a while, but for now, my focus shifts toward her brother.

	Walking over to the kitchen counter, I lean forward, resting my elbows on the cold marble. “Can I help?”

	Jason looks up, and I nod toward the mixing bowl he’s taken out of the cupboard. The cupboard that did indeed already contain things like salt, oil, and condiments, but we ended up buying most of those
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