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For my beloved father, Tony A. Bouie.

Thank you for always rooting for me as me.




CONTENT WARNING:

The following story contains mentions of self-harm and suicide. If you are struggling with the former or contemplating the latter, know that you are not alone, but also, please read with caution.




Dearly beloved reader:

We are gathered here today to… read this book about brain-based stuff that affects a lot of people even though we don’t like talking about it.

Yes, that was corny, but hopefully you snorted or sucked your teeth or rolled your eyes or something. The ice needed to be broken.

Now that I have your full attention, let me first say this: I loooooathe the term “mental illness.” Yes, I know where it comes from and why we use it, but the idea of there being a right way for a brain to function is… well, I find it endlessly annoying, and as you read this book, I hope you’ll see why.

But since you haven’t read it yet, I want to tell you up front that I, Nic Stone, am *technically* mentally ill. I won’t get into my specific diagnoses here because they’re genuinely not important, but I do want to warn you that a lot of what you’ll see in these pages is based on my literal personal experiences.

This is an important thing to remember as you read because there’s a good chance that (1) if you also live with a brain that functions differently than it’s “supposed” to, your experiences will differ from mine, and (2) because of the “mental illness” stigma (which will be addressed, thank you very much), there’s also a chance you’ll have moments where you’re like “Omg I cannot believe Nic Stone put this in a book! She’s making people with (insert diagnosis) look bad!”

But that’s the thing: getting rid of the mental illness stigma means getting rid of the idea that what people experience based on their brain chemistry can make them socially unacceptable. Like we all want people to think we’re so strong and tough and invincible. But… we’re not. We’re human. For instance: when I’m in the thick of a major depressive episode, my brain tells me I’m trash and I’m worthless and I don’t deserve to be alive. Are any of these things true? No. Does knowing they’re not true make me feel them less acutely? Nope. Self-hatred is one of my depressive symptoms, in a similar way that having a runny nose is a symptom of a head cold. In and of itself, it’s just a thing that IS.

My point in all this: while there IS an official content warning, know that I’m not going to sugarcoat anything in this book. If you are living with brain chemistry that functions in a way that occasionally obliterates your innate survival instincts, definitely think twice about reading this because there is some triggering content in here.

Which brings me to the strangest thing I’ll probably ever say: while this book is written for individuals who live with or have experienced any of the varying forms of mental illness, it’s written to the people who don’t really *get* how mental illness “works” and who receive a lot of their information about it from sources that honestly don’t *get* it either.

My hope, as with all of my books, is that no matter how your brain works, you’ll close this story with a greater understanding of the fact that (1) humanity on the whole is quite beautiful even when it defies our expectations, and (2) people need the space—and compassion—to be fully human. Also, our experiences affect us FAR more than we let on.

Anyway, happy reading.

Oh! And spoiler alert: even with my diagnoses, I’m doing just fine. Thriving, actually. As evidenced (for me) by the fact that—VOILA!—I’ve written another book.
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April 5.

It’s been almost a year, but I still think about you every day and wish I could go back and do things diffenestg.

Differently*

That’s super sweet, but I think you have the wrong number.

Oh. Is this 6785552535?

Nope. Look again. You’re off a digit.

Oh man…

Well maybe its a sign…

DO uyou believe in signs, wrong number person?

I’m gonna go now. Sorry I’m not who you thought I was.

Wait, don’t go!

Pleasese

Please*. Sorry. Bub=mble thumbs,

Anyway, I know you don’t know me, but maybe it’s better like this.

Umm… what’s better like what?

I mean, texting you was an accident, right?

but like…

Maybe your who I was SUPPOSED to text? Because you don’t know me

And I clearkly need somebOdy to talk to.

Maybe the anonymousness is a presngt or something.

Present* Like a gift.

You there?

Heklo?’

Shit. Sorry. I’ve have too mich tp drink Shoula left my phone in my pocket.

Anonymity.

What?

The noun form of anonymous is anonymity.

Oh.

Yeah I think/ I mayhbe knew that

I get good grased in enhlish classes.

English*

Which Im;m clearly struggling to typa.

TYPE*

Jesus.

Uhhh… I’m not really sure what to say?

Never been an anonymous emotional support person before. But you are certainly in need of one.

HA! Well win u put it like that…

I hope that wasn’t offensive.

Nah, it’s ffine.

It’s not like you’re wrong. That’s baskiallhy what I asked for. Anaonymous emotional support person

Without ACTUALLY asking, by the way.

Just thought I’d point that out.

Omdeed!

Indeed.*

Who were you TRYING to reach by the way? If you don’t mind my asking…

My uhh… ex.

Ah.

Yeah.

And I take it things didn’t end well?

**takes another swim**

Swig*

First piece of anonymous, unsolicited advice:

Maybe don’t have any more to drink?

Touché anonymousness ananyomity friend

Are you at home by chance?

Nope. Friend’s house. Ragering party Snort.

Don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone type out the word “snort” before.

U know what they say: First time for everything.

Thouagh Im never sure who “they” actually are.

Will you do me a favor?

I mean, you’re still talking to me

WOud ceetainly say I owe you one.

Certainly*

Don’t drive home.

Okay?

You there?

Yeah, I’m here.

Alright. I wonty.

You promise?

Hello?

Where’d you go?

Just fin/isned my drink.

Time for another 1.

[anonymous unsoliciyed advice DENIED!]

Okay.

Do you promise you won’t drive though?

Okay.

I prom,ose I won’y dribe,

Promise* I won’t*

drive.

Thank you.

Glad to hear it.

Okauy

I’m gonna go now.

Thanks for talking to me.

NI/ghty nite.




PHASE 1 Stellar Nebula




(Un)remarkable.

Shelbi Augustine is having a weird night. The weirdest since she moved to this weird little not-city (Peachtree Corners) in this weird state (Georgia).

But she can’t figure out how to feel about it.

She’s in the backseat of the car that carts her everywhere she needs to go, but as Mario—the driver—sits, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel and waiting for the entry gate to her home to yawn open, Shelbi feels like she’s in some black-hole-accessed parallel universe. She sighs and looks down at her phone again.

First there was that downright bizarre text exchange. No clue who the guy was—or if it even was a guy—but the whole thing shook her down to her carbon-filled core.

Then Part B: on the way home, there was traffic. Car accident. Which… wasn’t the least bit surprising considering how grotesquely people drive in this funky little suburb. But it was annoying—she was ready to be in her bed, curled up and eyes shut, with the artificial sounds of a gently bubbling brook flowing into her ears.

The wreck itself looked fairly straightforward: based on the position of the vehicle, the tire tracks on the road, and the location of the damage to the car, Shelbi presumes the driver was headed eastbound on Spalding Drive just like she and Mario were, but for some reason or another, said driver lost control, experienced a spinout, and threw the passenger side into a tree on the right side of the two-lane road.

Simple and frankly unremarkable.

However, as they crept past the wreck, she could’ve sworn she saw Andy Criddle sitting in the back of a police cruiser.

Which was remarkable. To Shelbi at least.

Not that she’s ever spoken to him before. They do have AP Physics together, but she’s only been at Windward Academy since the start of the school year. Because she came in as a senior and knew she wouldn’t be there very long, she hasn’t really bothered speaking to anyone.

It’s occurring to her now how not-normal that is. Especially when it comes to Andy Criddle. Because… well, Shelbi knows Andy’s dad. Like, pretty well. He’s this super-dope white dude who runs the soup kitchen at the City Mission where Shelbi volunteers every Saturday morning.

In that space, she’s everybody’s favorite. When it comes to her peers, though? Well, what Shelbi is sure of is that what her classmates don’t know can’t be used to hurt her like it was at her last school.

And anyway, the closer they get to the house, the more Shelbi thinks there’s no way that was Andy Criddle. It couldn’t have been. Maybe the person just looked like him. Light-skinned dude with buzzed but impeccably lined hair isn’t exactly a rarity in weirdly colorful Peachtree Corners.

Or maybe he didn’t look like Andy at all and she just really needs to sleep. Certainly wouldn’t be her first time seeing something that’s nothing like what’s actually there.

She looks down at her phone again. Maybe she should’ve said “Nighty-nite” back. (Though who even says that, let alone types it out? And with a hyphen?)

She’d text now but… that would be weird, right? It’s been like two hours and is now almost midnight.

Mario pulls to a stop in front of the house. Then he’s coming around to open her door. She’s precisely 127 steps from her bed.

Almost there.

She puts the phone on Do Not Disturb, drops it into her bag, and climbs out of the car.

Hopefully her mystery messenger is okay.

Whoever they are.




WASTED.

Andy Criddle, though, is very much not okay.

At all.

He’s had far too much to drink. Again. Which is bad.

And things are about to get worse. Because in no more than a minute, all the crap he consumed at Marcus Page’s house will make a grand reappearance on the floor of a cop car.

The cop car he’s in. In handcuffs. Which are far more uncomfortable than he would’ve expected.

He can’t open his eyes because the blur of passing trees makes him dizzy. But keeping them closed also sucks because the staticky noise from the two-way radio thing keeps stabbing him in the brain.

He wants another drink. Or three. Or a couple bottles…

Or three. Bottles.

When the cop yelled out “Point-one-two!” after making him blow in the Breathalyzer thing, all he could think was Damn… a couple more shots would’ve done the trick.

A couple more, and Andy would’ve passed out like he was aiming to. He’d still have a car, and he wouldn’t be in the back of a police cruiser in handcuffs.

Headed to jail, he supposes.

Whatever.

He still can’t believe somebody had the nerve to say the E-word. He downed the shot that sealed his fate (don’t ask him what number… lost count after five), and somebody—he thinks it was a girl?—touched his arm and said, “Andy, you should stop. Emma wouldn’t want to see you like this.”

Emma.

EmmaEmmaEmmaEmmaEmmaEmmaEmma…

How did the person even know Emma? Clearly they knew Andy pretty well to have any sort of idea of what his three-year-old sister would or wouldn’t have wanted to see.

He had to get out of there. Had to.

Marcus tried to keep him from leaving. Andy was obviously in no position to be behind the wheel. Andy’s also pretty sure he promised somebody he wouldn’t drive. But he can’t remember who.

Oh well.

Marcus clearly failed to stop him—being the reigning state judo champion gives Andy a bit of a persuasive edge in situations like these. He didn’t have to hurt his buddy, thankfully.

“… Mr. Criddle?”

That’s Andy!

Wait… the officer is talking. And looking at Andy in the rearview. Why does the guy have four eyes? Is this an alien abduction? (Not that he would mind being whisked off to another planet…)

Andy shakes his head and looks again.

Two eyes. There are two eyes.

“Did you hear me, son?”

“Huh?”

“I said are you sure you don’t want to go to the hospital? I’m sure your mom would prefer you get some medical attention before we process you down at the station.”

“No thanks,” Andy replies. “Jail is fine.”

The car turns left, and Andy falls to the right. He groans, and his stomach burbles in agreement.

“Man, it’s really somethin’ wrong with kids these days,” Andy hears the officer mumble under his breath. “I ain’t never heard of somebody wanting to go to jail.”

Cop’s got it all wrong, though. It’s not that Andy wants to go to jail…

It’s just his best option.

In jail, he’ll have protection from Mom’s wrath in the form of heavy iron bars. Because the only thing worse than the Windward Academy salutatorian getting an underage DUI a week and a half before graduation is getting said underage DUI during Congresswoman Cris Criddle’s Senate campaign.

The cop looked so stunned when he saw Andy Criddle sitting on the curb, Andy thought dude would fall over dead. He was glad to see that the officer was Black. And that dude seemed to be more disappointed than angry.

Andy couldn’t find his wallet to give the nice officer his license—very likely lost in his very totaled car. But it didn’t really matter. The cop didn’t need it to identify him—

Uh-oh.

“Oh crap—” and Kool-Aid and Captain Morgan’s. And Chex Mix.

And… cop car.

“Jesus Christ!” the officer roars.

“You shouldn’t take the Lord’s name in vain, dude.” (Those are the words in Andy’s mind, but it sounds more like youshudentaykuhlornimminvaydoo as it runs out of his mouth on the tail of a drool drip.) He’s headed for the crash—figuratively this time.

His head rolls to the side and the tree blur triggers another round of literal comeuppance.

The cop’s voice comes louder this time. “I’m trying to be on your side here, kid—Lord knows I been where you are—but I swear if you puke in my cruiser one more time—”

“No worries, my man,” Andy mumbles as his eyelids shut. His forehead lands on the window, and he can finally feel the pull of unconsciousness on his limbs.

Thank God.




Awkward.

It takes every ounce of courage she can muster for Shelbi to approach Andy Criddle after calc that following Monday. For one, while she knows it’s the right thing to do, returning Andy’s wallet will involve telling him how she got it. And that’s destined to be awkward.

And then there’s the *for two*: as she made her way to the AP Physics classroom, she happened to be approaching the teachers’ lounge next door at the exact moment a female voice said, “… you will be able to keep your title as salutatorian, but you will not be permitted to speak at commencement.”

Shelbi stopped dead. Like, on instinct.

After a male voice responded: “Huh?” the female voice went on: “Your mother would like to prevent this prohibition from becoming public knowledge, so we’ve agreed that I will not release this information provided that you are not in attendance at the ceremony.”

“Hold up. Are you saying I’ve gone from not being able to speak to not being able to come?”

“I’m glad we understand each other,” the woman replied. And as she exited the small room, she and Shelbi met eyes. It was the Windward Academy headmaster. A tiny blond woman who always conjured the word barracuda in Shelbi’s mind. Small but mighty, the little lady was absolutely terrifying.

Shelbi dropped her gaze to the impossibly shiny floor.

And just in time, too. Because not a half second later, Andy Criddle stepped into the hallway and made a beeline for the room Shelbi was headed to.

She hoped he didn’t notice her.

Safe to say everybody notices him, though. Throughout the fifty-five-minute class, it’s almost impossible for Shelbi to focus on relativity, because all she can think about is how four years of what had to be hard work—salutatorian is kind of a big deal, is it not?—were basically nullified by one crap decision. Doesn’t help that despite keeping her eyes fixed to the SMART Board, she can see her classmates sneaking glances in Andy’s direction from her seat at the back of the room.

Not that she can blame them: from what Shelbi knows about Andy Criddle, he seems to be the prototypical golden boy. SAT Verbal 800 Club, headed to Brown (according to the “Who’s Who Among Windward Academy Seniors” web page), and some kind of martial arts state champion to boot. She wouldn’t say he’s “popular” in the stereotypical sense, but he seems super nice and people definitely like him. He’s not too hard on the eyes, either.

And while Shelbi certainly knows from experience that “Academically High-Achieving” and “Occasionally Susceptible to Poor Decision-Making” aren’t mutually exclusive, she really was surprised to see UNDERAGED SON OF SENATE CANDIDATE DRIVES DRUNK on the front page of Daddy’s Sunday paper. With a picture of Andy yacking on a reporter’s shoes outside the police station.

By some miracle, the bell rings. Andy doesn’t budge from his seat. If he’s anything like her, he’ll let the room empty before even getting out of his seat. Just to avoid the heat of judgmental stares against his back.

Shelbi exits with the others and takes up a post right beyond the doorway.

Then she waits.

And waits.

They only have six minutes between bells, and she’s starting to worry. Because two of them have elapsed.

Of course, the moment she turns to look back into the classroom—make sure he’s at least gotten out of the chair—he comes barreling through the door. Smacks right into her.

“Whoa!” she says, stumbling back. She knew he was tall, but he’s significantly more solid than she realized.

“Aww man, I’m sorry,” he says. “Are you okay?”

She pulls it together and dusts herself off. “You’re excused,” she replies, trying to break the ice, as they say.

He looks… like that’s not the response he was expecting.

It makes Shelbi smile. And relax a bit. “I’m just kidding. Kinda my own fault for waiting here all creeperishly,” she says. “I just wanted to give you this.” And she holds up Andy’s wallet. Which, based on the way his eyes widen, he both recognizes and is shocked to see.

Now Shelbi’s laughing. And looking him over a bit more closely. He’s really cute. Far cuter than she realized. (“You know, you really should give light-skinned boys a chance,” she can hear her favorite—dark-skinned—cousin saying in her head.)

Shelbi pushes her glasses up on her nose. “I found that in the grass near the tree you hit,” she says.

“You… Wait, what?”

Right. Because some random girl popping up with your wallet after you total your car is probably a smidge discombobulating. “I, uhh…” Her chin drops. “Okay, you’ll likely think this is super weird, but I like figuring out the physics of car crashes.” She looks up to gauge his reaction, but his face is blank. “I happened to pass your accident on Saturday night, so I went back to explore the scene yesterday.”

“Oh,” he says. “Umm… That’s an interesting hobby.” Translation: he thinks it’s super weird. He does, however, take the wallet from her hand. “I appreciate this, though.”

Shelbi nods. Relieved. “You’re welcome. However, you should know that I know your secret.”

“My secret?”

Crap, why did she say THAT?

Now she can’t look him in the eye. First time she’s having an actual conversation with someone in this stuffy school, and this is how it’s going.

Classic.

“Yes, umm… Well, I sorta had to open the wallet to see who it belonged to? And I saw your license. So…”

He doesn’t say anything, so she lifts her eyes back to his face. He looks terrified. Almost makes her laugh again.

Shelbi knew how nice Andy Criddle seemed, but experiencing his complete lack of pretense is so refreshing, she hardly knows what to do with herself. He seems so… safe.

She grabs his arm and tugs him down to her level so she can whisper into his ear. “I’m talking about the fact that your first name is Walter?” She lets go. “Unless that’s not actually a secret…”

As he stretches back to his full height, he smiles. “Oh. That.”

“Yep.” She looks at her watch. The smile was kind of a lot and she wasn’t ready. “We should get moving. Bell’s in one minute and twenty-six seconds.”

“True,” Andy replies.

But he doesn’t budge.

Shelbi doesn’t either. They just… stare at each other.

And then Shelbi’s lips are parting again. “Look, you have to ignore everyone, okay?” she says, peeking past him to make sure no one else is listening. “When people are giving you dirty looks and stuff? Just remember they’re basing their judgments on limited information. You’re the only person who really knows what you’re going through, and you may not even be sure, you know? I’ve totally been there.”

“You have?” He draws back, clearly surprised.

Which feels pretty good. Maybe Mama was right about that whole clean slate thing.

“Sure have.” She looks at her watch again. “K, we’re down to thirty seconds. I’ll see you around, yeah?”

He smiles again. Definitely a lot.

“Yeah. Okay,” he says. “Hey, thanks again.” He lifts the wallet.

“Glad to have been of service!” Shelbi says (and regrets it instantly). “Umm… bye!”

“Bye… hey—”

But Shelbi has no idea what he was going to say because the bell rings.

She turns and rushes away.
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