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Part One

“Suzie Schizo”


​Chapter 1: The Two Little Girls




"Suzie Schizo! Suzie Schizo!"

The sing-song chant echoed throughout the university lecture hall, the familiar mockery of her name making Suzie cringe in her seat. Two little girls stood at the doorway, their school uniforms ill-fitted and their pigtails askew. Their faces were indistinct, but the cruel delight in their voices was unmistakable.

Suzie sat as calmly in her seat as she could, attempting to ignore them. She glanced at the young man seated next to her. He seemed bored by the professor's lecture, yet completely undisturbed by the intruders.

The girls continued to chant, their voices growing louder, but no one else appeared to notice. Not the professor, with his monotone voice droning on about English Literature, not the students, scribbling notes with feverish intensity.

“Suzanne? Are you listening to anything I’m saying? I’ve asked you the same question twice!” 

Suzie looked up, the noise in her head clearing a bit, though the girls’ voices didn’t stop. Their blurred figures hovered in the doorway, their white ankle socks grubby, hair escaping their pigtails. One wore a pink dress, the other a sunflower yellow dress, though by now, Suzie knew enough about herself to guess they were just a figment of her troubled mind. 

“Suzie Schizo! Suzie Schizo! Where does your mind go?” They would chant in unison; two girls from her sixth grade class whose names she couldn’t recall. Their faces were equally blurred in Suzie’s memory, though their childish spite still reverberated across the years. They would follow Suzie as she walked home alone. Always alone.

She chewed on a fingernail, her normal method of distracting herself from what her brain was yammering on about, from the ringing in her ears that just would not stop, that never stopped. Normal. It was not usually a word associated with Suzie. 

Those girls were right, though they didn’t know it at the time. Their diagnosis at the age of twelve or so, when their only intention was to make her suffer, to exclude and punish her for her strangeness, was correct, something Suzie discovered many years later. 

Suzie couldn’t remember a time when she was not considered odd, different. Kids used to chant “Suzie Schizo”—and worse—throughout middle school; on the playground, on the sports field, in the cafeteria—or the café-fearia as she called it then. Lots of mean things went on in school cafeterias. She wondered if it was something in the water. Or the juice boxes.

She’d always inhabited a different world. For years, she wondered why she was always alone, why she wasn’t happy when everyone around her seemed okay and able to ‘fit in’ and ‘be normal’. When she was diagnosed at the age of twenty, only a couple of years ago, suddenly everything made sense: 

The voices that no one else heard. The shadowy figures following her, the paranoia, the fears, the confusion, the sights and sounds she was told were not really there, the searing depressions that left her floundering, the strange thoughts, and the loneliness. It was all explained by this official recipe of her brain, as she liked to call it. 

The diagnosis was a relief—sort of. In a session with her third psychiatrist, she'd asked dryly, “So I’m not just some freak?”

“No, Suzie, you have schizophrenia,” he replied. 

“Schizophrenia, huh? … I like that. That’s a nicer way to put it, I think.”

Schizophrenia: the root of all her evils. Sometimes the diagnosis made sense. But other times:

“Schizophrenia,” she shouted at Psychiatrist Number Five, her voice shaking with anger, “that’s what my last psych told you to say, isn’t it?”

“No, Suzie.”

“It’s pretty convenient how you all say the same thing. Just say that magic word and Suzie’ll feel better, right?” 

Sometimes she wondered if she was actually special, tuned in to a higher realm, able to hear wisdom and messages from the angels. Sometimes, she cut herself just to remember she was still alive, to feel something. Sometimes she downed a bottle of wine to stop feeling anything at all. 

“Ms. Franks! I ask you again to tell us some of the ways in which Shakespeare is relevant to contemporary society? Is his work relevant? And if not, why not?” 

The voice was British, male, and boomed across the stately auditorium. Suzie started out of her thoughts and memories, momentarily dazed by them. Everything in her mind felt so real, but she knew she couldn’t trust herself. Her mind lied to her. It told her odd stories. It conspired against her, just like all the others, just like those girls, who called her crazy. At least now, she had a label, a diagnosis, a reason for her strangeness—though she wondered if that was a lie too. 

Suzie blinked, her gaze drifting around the room as if searching for something solid to anchor her thoughts.  She was never quite sure of anything. She was never quite sure what was real, and what was not, what was truth and what could be just another deception. She was never quite sure if, in fact, she might be the sane one—more normal than anyone else, maybe? Or, perhaps, everyone around her was crazy. That thought, at least, gave her comfort. Anyway, who could prove she wasn’t the sane one?

The lecturer, Professor Rami, was standing at his gilded podium at the front of the lecture hall, staring at her. She could hear students around her snigger, including those two schoolgirls who mocked her from the edge of the hall. Rami was six feet tall and wore a brown sports coat over faded blue jeans. He was trying to look hip. He was trying to look like one of his students rather than the fifty-something balding dinosaur he really was.

“Ms. Franks, did you actually read last week’s assignment?” Professor Rami peered over at her. She felt like she was back in high school, and it was definitely not a good sensation.

“Shit,” was all she said, almost absent-mindedly. Then a thought arose. “With all due respect, aren’t plays meant to be seen, performed on stage? Reading it is like going to a movie theater, and instead of watching on the screen, we whip out copies of the script…”

There was silence in the hall now, except for the buzzing sound that was growing in Suzie’s mind. It sounded like all the voices that spoke to her, that commanded and tormented her, had joined together and blurred into one. She looked down at the nail she’d chewed to its ragged end. No nail polish. Nasty chemicals. Not to be ingested by nail biters.

“And how relevant can a guy who wrote with a quill be in our age of smartphones. Not very…” But as Suzie said this, the room started to swim in front of her eyes and the urgent beat of panic took over. She had to get out of there. She couldn’t breathe with everyone watching her.

“Thank you, Ms. Franks, for that insightful analysis of the great bard’s work. Can anyone tell me how and why Shakespeare is still important more than four-hundred years after his death?” The professor’s voice trailed off in Suzie’s mind. 

She gritted her teeth, and before she could stop herself, she blurted out: “Nobody, like nobody, uses a quill anymore. We have computers and smart phones, tablets, and social media. How could Shakespeare be relevant to this world and all the shit we’ve created? We’re social lemmings now. We have no subtlety or truth. Even my neighbor’s seven-year-old niece has followers on TikTok. Now, that’s crazy…”

As the words left her mouth, speeding up as her thoughts jumbled together, she realized people were snickering.

“See me after class, Ms. Franks…” the balding dinosaur said, turning to another student. His eyes were cold, gray, condescending.

“Whatever. Just let me get the hell outta here…”

Suzie Franks, mistress of her own words, if not her own head. She stared defiantly at the sea of faces that were now looking up at her. This was bullshit. She didn’t sign up for Freshman English in college to sit through this. This was soooo high school—and there, they did the same thing. They laughed at her, called her crazy.

She realized now she was standing. Scrambling, she grabbed her backpack and shoved the thick textbook, her laptop (still in its case), and various pens into it. One of the pens fell to the floor and she kicked it away. The whispers started as she moved, shoving through the tangle of legs and designer bags to the end of the seating area. 

The professor was frowning, but she saw something else on his face, something akin to pity. They knew why she couldn’t concentrate. They knew of her struggles, but they told her there were ways she could manage them—with the right medication. 

“I’m not going to take any drugs,” Suzie had informed one of the psychs, she couldn’t remember which one.

“Why not?”

“Don’t trust them. How do I know they won’t turn me into some kind of zombie?”

“That’s not what—”

“How do I know they won’t block out the good thoughts? Sometimes I feel great, inspired, like I could change the world.”

“But what usually comes after that, Suzie?” the psych responded, referring to her moments of deep depression. 

“Why are you guys always pushing the drugs?” she’d replied pointedly.

You always had to be careful. Deception was everywhere. Consider color-blindness. How could anyone prove they could see what someone else couldn’t? It wasn’t possible! So, no, she’d decided she wouldn’t take their meds. She didn’t trust them—not the psychs (no matter how friendly they tried to appear) and not the drugs. She didn’t trust anyone—except Robbie that is. 

 

The bright and airy campus of Hudson University was nestled in the city of Portland, Oregon, home to free thinkers and students, to a buzzing metropolis of creatives, independent shops, and self-proclaimed weirdos. 

Moving here as a young child, Suzie couldn’t remember living anywhere else – and when her mental health condition was diagnosed, it was here that her mother Dana insisted she stay for college. 

“No point leaving now,” Dana had said, or something like that. 

Suzie, who had grown from a skinny, awkward kid into a rangy, slim adult with long dark hair and pale skin, had looked at her, and shrugged. “No point leaving,” she might have agreed. 

At least, that was how Suzie remembered—or mis-remembered—the conversation. Or perhaps the entire thing had been fabricated by her noxious neurons, the same neurons where the fragments of her memory and pain, of experience and make-believe, jostled and fought in the maelstrom that made up her delicate sanity. 

That sanity was now dancing away from her as she pushed past the backpacks and legs, the designer shoes, and grubby combats. 

“Ms. Franks! Leave now and you risk failing this class!” the professor's voice boomed as she fled the room. The familiar sting of embarrassment and frustration washed over her. He said more stuff, but Suzie couldn’t see his lips move, and so she knew that the psychosis was adding its own sour spin. She felt again the desperate urge to get out, to breathe the fresh air outside and run back to her dorm room. 

With her heart racing and palms slick with sweat, Suzie stumbled outside, gasping, almost retching. She collapsed onto an iron bench, the college buildings' intricate architecture seemingly closing in around her, their shadows dancing in the brilliant sunlight. Students milled past, holding books, chatting, sipping paper cups of coffee. 

Time slid onward and Suzie began to settle down, to come back to herself again. The autumn sun was warm on her face. The trees were turning flamboyant red, orange, and brown, their leaves curling as the season changed. None of this matters, she thought. None of them matter at all, because I have Robbie.


​Chapter 2: Robbie


“Suzie? What are you doing in there?” 

Bang! Bang! Bang! 

The door to their shared dorm bathroom shook with the impact of Andrea’s fist. 

“Come on, I need to use the bathroom,” Andrea moaned loudly. Andrea moaned a lot. Everything Suzie did seemed to be a source of irritation to Prom Queen Andrea, the girl voted most popular in high school, and the one with shiny long blonde hair, gleaming white teeth, and a permanent tan that—despite the Portland winters—never seemed to fade. 

Suzie still couldn’t figure out how they’d become friends. They were an unlikely pairing. Suzie had black hair and pale skin, was whippet thin and wore long-sleeved black clothes to hide the marks from the blades she used to cut herself. She was the polar opposite of blonde Andrea. 

Yet, on the first day of college they hit it off, albeit in an awkward way, when they discovered they liked the same obscure bands. Andrea had no idea Suzie had schizophrenia, until after they’d paired up and were sharing their space. It was her frequent trips to the college counselor that finally alerted Andrea to the fact her roommate was battling with more than just the normal angsts of college life, like who liked whom, or which classes they were bound to fail. When Suzie broke the news, Andrea shrugged. They were sitting in the cafeteria scrolling through their smartphones, when Suzie just said it.

“I’ve got schizophrenia.”

Andrea looked up.

“Er, what?” she said, more interested in her Instagram feed than Suzie confiding in her. 

Suzie was surprised too. She definitely did not like sharing her secrets, or any part of herself, with anyone. 

“Yeah, so it’s a mental illness but I kinda manage it…”

This time, Andrea stared back at her roommate—all thoughts of the influencer she was trying to emulate gone from her mind. Without saying anything, she picked up her phone again and googled it.

“Schizophrenia is a mental health condition where you may see, hear or believe things that are not real…” She looked up at Suzie. “Dude, that explains a lot,” she said, making them both giggle.

“Yeah, it kinda does.” Suzie grinned.

 “That’s a bummer. So, does it mean you’re officially crazy?” Andrea took a long lock of her hair and coiled it in her finger as she spoke. 

Suzie nodded. “Yeah, I guess so, but you’ve always known that, right?” 

They’d smiled at each other, but there was something growing behind Andrea’s smile that time, she could sense it even then. Something that Suzie recognized more and more from people. It was uncertainty, or fear even. 

 

Suzie felt afraid right now. Crouching still in the dank shower stall, knees gripped near her chin, the drip, drip of cold water from the shower head that no one seemed willing to fix. 

“Suzie, come on! What are you doing in there? You’ve been in there like an hour already.” 

Andrea banged on the door again, this time even louder. 

Suzie lifted her head up, though it felt heavier than a bowling ball, and heard her friend groan. Then she heard her slump back onto her bed, waiting. Now Suzie sighed, exhaled, then dropped her head onto her knees again. Just five more minutes. 

“I’m coming, give me a minute…” Suzie called out eventually, but even she didn’t believe herself. Even though the space was small, smelled musty, and was dark and cold, she couldn’t seem to leave. 

Her thoughts had followed her around like paper planes all day, tapping at her head, swarming as she’d sat through her classes. Now, they crowded around her and within her, demanding she pay attention. This was the only place she could allow them free rein: away from prying eyes, alone and ‘safe’, contained. Suzie heard whispers but assumed they were a creation of her mind. The thoughts and questions spilled out now. The voices had just been talking, but now they were yelling. 

Why would Robbie want to be with you? Doesn’t he know how crazy you are? Perhaps he’s just leading me on, making fun of me? Everyone knows I’m labelled ‘undateable’—they tell me often enough—so why is Robbie asking me out and suggesting we go places? There must be a reason? He can’t actually like me? I’m broken. I’m weird. I don’t fit in anywhere. He must be laughing at me. This must be some kind of joke with his soccer jocks… 

Suzie shook her head, as if she could shake the thoughts from her brain. The questions kept tripping over themselves, in their rush to be noticed, but she couldn’t think them clearly enough to do anything about them. Her head lied. Her brain did its own thing. The counselors said she should start taking meds as soon as possible, but Suzie was scared. She feared they were lying to her, and if she took something, her brain would only get weirder. Perhaps it was even a trick to control her. 

Suzie sighed again. She was getting ready for another date with her boyfriend Robbie, the guy everyone wanted to be with, and the guy who had chosen her, much to everyone’s surprise. Even though Suzie was pretty in a slight, troubled kind of way, she was odd and not particularly liked. Andrea was one of her only friends, so she was thinking that Robbie didn’t get the memo that she was too weird to go out with. 

Suzie smiled then as she thought of Robbie. He was a jock, a man’s man—except he wasn’t, not really. The side he showed to Suzie was so different from his public image of a sports-loving, beer-guzzling, laugh-out-loud popular guy that it took her breath away to know that underneath all that was a tender, sweet-hearted young man, one who liked to hold Suzie’s hand and whispered sweet things to her, especially when she was veering toward feelings of paranoia or panic. 

For months, Robbie kept trying to catch Suzie’s eye in class or at lunch. Suzie's cheeks flushed with embarrassment, assuming he was teasing or mocking her, and so she never looked back. She always turned away until one day she couldn’t avoid him. Nestled beneath a willow tree on the lush college grounds, Suzie savored an apple while debating whether to skip class, just as an imposing shadow loomed over her.

“Hey, you’re Suzie, right?” 

It was Robbie. 

He walked over to her and started speaking in that easy way he does. She blinked up at him, trying desperately to figure out why he was trying to talk to her, the lunatic girl on campus. 

He didn’t wait for her reply. He settled beside her, dropping his bag carelessly on the verdant grass, his blue eyes twinkling with warmth.

“So, what classes are you in? I’ve seen you around…” His manner was relaxed. He didn’t seem to be making fun of her, though Suzie looked around to check he didn’t have a gaggle of teammates watching them or sniggering from the side lines. Nope. No one else seemed to be taking any notice of them. 

“Erm, I’m majoring in English,” Suzie stuttered.

“Cool. That’s cool,” Robbie replied. “My major’s Business, but I like the lectures so I pop in now and then, see what’s going down in English. Shakespeare was a really cool guy. He invented loads of words that we still use today, just so cool, but I guess you know that already.” He grinned.

Suzie didn’t know what to say. All she kept thinking was:  Why are you bothering with me? Why are you even talking to me like you’re not embarrassed to be seen with me?’

Robbie didn’t appear to notice her impression of a deer struck dumb, mesmerized in the road by the headlights of the car about to mow it down. As she stared at him, wide-eyed, he kept on chatting, pushing his thick blond hair off his tanned face. Suzie observed his generous, full lips and eyes that mirrored the azure sky above. If he realized she was staring, he was too polite to say. 

 

Robbie had been drawn to Suzie from the first moment he saw her in the cafeteria, not long after they started college. She had been talking to her friend, who was the classic high school beauty, with sun-kissed hair and white teeth—all so blah blah. The blonde girl had been chatting away as Suzie, dark and pale, was listening, eyebrows arched, looking like she would be happier anywhere else but here. 

None of his friends could understand Robbie’s attraction to the ‘weird girl’ in black, but Zane Martin, captain of Hudson’s football team, put it less charitably:

“…your freak crush,” he spat.  

It was on the sports field, during a regular dispute between soccer and football over which team would use the field for practice that day. Robbie suspected Zane instigated these skirmishes out of a thinly-veiled insecurity; Robbie had led the soccer team to an undefeated season so far, while Zane’s leadership had produced just a single win. Nevertheless, all the attention and glory still went to the football team, naturally.  

“Yeah, she’s different,” Robbie replied evenly, standing fully upright to heighten the effect of his imposing frame.  “But I like that. She’s not predictable—and that makes her interesting—a challenge. You could never handle her.”  

Robbie thought that underneath the strangeness and the emo get-up, Suzie had more going for her. He wanted to find out, anyway, though he did regret the effect on his social standing. 

It had taken him weeks to approach her, as she always seemed in a hurry, going somewhere, brushing off anyone who tried to speak to her. Today, was the first day he had found her somewhere peaceful, somewhere where she couldn’t pretend she was too busy or hadn’t seen him.

“So, what are you doing on Friday? There’s a party that night. It’s going to be so lit. All the kinds of music you like…” Suzie often wore band t-shirts tied at the front against her petite waist.

 

Suzie had looked at him, panicked, but before she could say ‘no,’ something surprising happened—the words ‘yeah, sounds great’ came out of her mouth. Before she could change her mind, Robbie, perhaps sensing her unease, jumped up, grabbed his bag and replied: “Awesome. I’ll swing by your dorm around eight. See you then…”

“See you,” Suzie echoed, wondering what the hell had just happened. 

 

The party—or the date to be precise—had gone well, though Suzie was nervous. So when she was offered a drink, she reached out and took it. She drank more than she was intending to. By the end, the surprise of seeing the two together had abated, as everyone got more drunk, and Robbie walked her back to her dorm. He didn’t even attempt to kiss her. 

That night, for once, the voices seemed to fade away, though Suzie wasn’t sure if it was the alcohol or Robbie, or the combination of both, that had brought about this unexpected relief. Of course, the voices did come back, like the tide pulling back from the shore, by the next day, but something inside Suzie had changed. She felt different. She felt like someone, someone, had seen her for who she really was, and hadn’t turned away. More than that, it was possible he’d even liked her for being this way. 

“Looks like you had a good night,” Andrea had said the day after, pointedly. She looked grumpy and was still in her pajamas, though it was way past noon. Usually she’d














































