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“She’s lucid,” I heard a woman’s voice say. “Can you let Dr. Shen know?”


My throat hurt and I felt hot and sweaty, like a child waking from a nap. There was the sound of beeping and people talking somewhere in the distance; it felt like someone had hit me in the head with a sledgehammer. As my surroundings came into focus I saw I was in a hospital bed, in a hospital room, with an IV in my arm and tubes in my nose. My mind began to spin. How did I get here? I tried to sit up but my body ached all over. Of course, that was nothing new. My body always hurt lately. All of me did.


There was a nurse in a chair by the door. She had a dirty blond bob, and was eyeing me suspiciously. We stared at each other for a second, then an Asian man with graying temples and a white lab coat walked in. He was followed by another nurse, probably in her fifties, wearing glasses.


“Hello Maxine,” said the man. His tone was formal and he didn’t try to shake my hand. “I’m Dr. Shen. How are you feeling?”


“My head hurts,” I said. This was to be expected. I’d been getting migraines since I was a child, always on the left side of my head, always whenever I was under intense stress. “Where am I?”


Obviously I was in a hospital, I knew that, of course. But how did I get there? My mind was swimming, trying to remember the events from the night before.


“You’re at Cedars-Sinai in West Hollywood.”


In a flash, pieces of the previous night began to whirl around in my aching head.


“I’m going to ask you a few questions, okay?” he continued.


I nodded reluctantly.


“Do you know what year it is?”


“2016.”


“And how old are you?”


“Twenty-five.”


“Do you remember what happened last night?”


“No,” I lied.


“The paramedics brought you in around 4 a.m. You were unconscious and not responding. You tested positive for benzodiazepine. We had to pump your stomach.”


“Benzo-what?” I asked. I didn’t remember taking anything that started with a “b.”


“Xanax. Do you remember taking Xanax last night?”


Oh yes, I did remember taking that.


“It was an accident,” I tried to explain. “The new meds I was trying brought on some sort of panic attack and I was just . . . trying to calm down. So I took a few Xanax.”


“I think we both know you took more than a few, Maxine,” Dr. Shen said, raising his eyebrows.


“Fine, fine,” I said, falling back onto my pillows. “Jeez, you’d think I tried to drown a litter of kittens or something, the way you guys are acting. It’s not what it looks like. I had an adverse reaction to the new medication I was trying. That’s all.”


“I see,” was all he said.


I felt the need to explain myself further.


“This isn’t supposed to be happening,” I said. “I have a good job. I come from a good family.” Tears sprang to my eyes, as they’re bound to do after waking up from a failed suicide attempt. Still, I didn’t feel as emotional as I could have been—probably a side effect from the Xanax. It tends to have a numbing effect. Thank God.


He nodded, then looked back at his chart.


“Who found me last night, exactly?” I asked. It was hard to try and focus in my condition, but I knew someone had to have found me passed out in my apartment and called the paramedics. The question was, who? I barely talked to any of my neighbors. Could it have been the Korean lady next door? I didn’t even know her name. And what would she have been doing in my apartment while I was passed out on the floor?


Dr. Shen blinked a few times. “The paramedics brought you in.”


“Yes, I understand that. But who called them?” I asked. “I live alone.”


He looked down and flipped through a few pages on his chart. “It says here that you did.”


“Me?” I asked, my voice cracking. That couldn’t be right. How could I call anyone if I was passed out?


“Well, it’s a good thing you did,” he said, “or you probably wouldn’t be here talking to us right now.” He glanced over his shoulder toward the hallway. “One of our staff psychiatrists will be coming down to talk to you momentarily. Is there someone we can call for you in the meantime? A family member? A therapist?”


I shook my head no, and began to get out of the bed. This is exactly what I’d been trying to avoid. In California if you do anything that remotely appears like attempted suicide you are automatically 5150ed and thrown into a psych ward against your will. I’d already spent a week at Cedar-Sinai’s psych facility two years earlier after a similar mishap with a bottle of Vicodin, and I had no intention of going back. There was nothing these people could do for me. I’d been through all this before.


“I feel better now,” I lied. “I’d rather just head home.”


Dr. Shen stiffened. “We can’t release you before you talk to the staff psychiatrist.”


“You can’t hold me here against my will,” I said to him, my voice rising. “I know my rights.” This was also a lie. I had no idea what my rights were. I just knew I couldn’t spend the next week in a psychiatric ward. What I needed to do was get back to my therapist and start on a different medication—one that actually didn’t make me want to kill myself. This man was a doctor. Didn’t he realize that if the psych ward had worked last time I wouldn’t be here right now?


I tried to get up again but there was still an IV in my arm. If I wanted to leave I’d have to pull the thing out by myself. This thought was enough to override the numbing effects of the Xanax and practically send me into hysterics.


“I can’t stay here!” I practically screamed at Dr. Shen. “You have to take this IV out. Now.”


“Gretchen . . .” Dr. Shen said without changing the tone of his voice.


The nurse in the glasses walked toward me quickly, and then the woman at the end of the bed was on her feet as well. I threw my hands out at them but I was no match against their well-rehearsed offense.


“Five milligrams of Haldol, please,” ordered Dr. Shen.


One of the nurses did something to the IV while the other tried to “there-there” me back down onto the pillows. When that didn’t work the two of them whipped out restraints and tied me to the bed. Dr. Shen stood back and let the women do the dirty work. Unfortunately for me, they were very good at their jobs.


“Just relax,” Dr. Shen said from his safe place, an arm’s reach away. “You’ll feel better in just a bit.”


“Yeah right,” I said, laughing, as the scene around me began to slow and darken. “You people have been saying that for years.”
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When I woke up sometime later, the lights of the hospital room were dimmed and it was dark outside my window. I looked over at the digital clock next to my bed. It was three o’clock in the morning. Whatever they’d given me had done a good job of knocking me out. They could be counted on for that, at least.


The nurse at the end of the bed was gone, and from what I could see no one was in the hall, which meant it was a good time to get the hell out of there. The IV and breathing tubes were gone. The only problem was the restraints tying me to the bed. I knew if I thrashed around and tried to get free I’d draw attention—so instead I pulled slowly, as hard as I could, and surprisingly the restraint on my left arm began to give. After a few minutes of slow pulling I was able to get the cuff to my mouth. I worked on the buckle with my teeth until the restraint strap pulled free from the cuff around my wrist; then I undid the second one with my free hand. The cuffs themselves were still around my wrists, but they’d have to come off later.


As quietly as possible I made my way over to the door to my room and peeked out. On my left was a hallway lined with hospital room doors; at the end of the hall were double doors below a green Exit sign. That was where I needed to go. To the right, about five doors down, was a nurse’s station. A woman was there, but her back was to me and the lights in the hallway were dimmed. Escaping should be relatively easy.


Surprisingly, my headache was gone. Usually after a stressful event like this my head would be screaming in pain like it had been earlier. Perhaps luck was on my side tonight.


It took me only about a minute or two to tiptoe down to the exit doors. My heart pounded the whole way. All the nurse had to do was look to her right and she’d see me sneaking down the hall. She didn’t—but as I opened one of the exit doors, a screeching sound cut through the silence.


Oh no! The alarm!


Adrenaline shot through my body. I heard yelling behind me, and I turned to see two large orderlies round the corner of the nurse’s station and charge toward me down the hall.


Heart racing, I bolted through the exit door and into an elevator bay. There were three elevators in front of me, and, luckily, one of them was open. I darted inside, spun around, punched the lobby button, and leaned into the button that closed the doors. Just as the two orderlies burst into the room, the elevator doors began to slide shut. In a panic, I pounded repeatedly on the close button, as if that would make a difference. The orderlies lunged at me, their faces flushed with rage, but they weren’t fast enough, and I heard their bodies slam against the door a second after it closed.


I sighed a breath of relief, but I wasn’t in the clear yet. I still had to get to the bottom floor and out of the hospital before the orderlies caught up to me, and the alarm was still blaring outside the elevator.


“You won’t get out of here this way,” said a voice to my left.


“Oh God!” I gasped, grabbing my chest. I somehow hadn’t noticed that there was someone else with me in the elevator. A man in a purple hat.


“My apologies, I didn’t mean to scare you,” he said, eyeing my hospital gown. I stared up at him, still surprised I hadn’t seen him when I ran into the elevator. He was tall, probably in his thirties, and strikingly handsome, with dark hair, a strong nose, and incredibly light blue eyes that stood out almost unnaturally against his tan skin. He wore a three-piece pinstriped suit with a dark purple hat and matching bow tie. I felt like I’d seen him somewhere before. With looks like his, I figured he had to be an actor.


“Where are you going, exactly?” he asked. His voice was soft but masculine. The stuff movie stars are made of.


“I’m trying to get out of here,” I said, unable to break my stare. Where had I seen this man before?


“You tried to hurt yourself.” He nodded at the cuffs on my arms. I still hadn’t had time to remove them.


My face flushed with embarrassment, and I pushed the lobby button again, impatient to get away. “Not really. I mean, yes, but it was an accident. Honestly, I really don’t remember that much of what happened.”


“They say those who can’t remember the past are doomed to repeat it.”


“Yeah,” I said with a sigh. “They say a lot of things.”


“How long have you been depressed?”


“Why?” I asked, eyeing him suspiciously. “You a doctor or something?”


“Yes,” he said. “I am. What’s your name?”


“Max,” I said hesitantly, wondering if he was going to try to prevent me from escaping. “Why are you asking me all these questions?”


“Because I believe I can help you. I just need some information from you.”


“What kind of information?” How could the elevator be taking so long to get to the bottom floor? I smacked the button again.


“Your address, date of birth. That sort of thing.”


“I’m not going to tell you my address.” What was this guy’s deal? I looked him over again—the three-piece suit, the purple hat. Who wears a three-piece suit these days? I seriously doubted the guy was really a doctor. But if he wasn’t, who was he? And what did he want with me?


He let out a deep sigh. “You’re going to make this hard for me, I see. Can you tell me where we are, at least?”


I studied him curiously. “What do you mean, where are we? We’re at Cedars-Sinai.”


“In Los Angeles?” he asked with an amused smile. “Why am I not surprised? Let me guess: you’re a writer.”


“Well, yeah, sort of,” I said. “How did you know?” It wasn’t like I looked like a writer. With my wavy red hair, dark eyes, and thin frame, people always mistook me for an actress. What was going on? The guy was acting as if he knew me. But then I also suspected I knew him from somewhere. Perhaps he was an actor pretending to be a doctor, and that’s why he looked so familiar.


As I pondered this, everything around me began to turn hazy and gray, and I had a hard time seeing the man or anything else around me. I froze, afraid to move. But then, just as quickly, the air cleared, and there I was in the elevator once again. Just as I was about to ask the man what was going on, the elevator doors opened and the two orderlies rushed out from the stairwell. They’d beat us to the bottom floor! I tried to push the close button, but it was too slow. I flung myself into the back corner of the elevator and braced myself for some serious manhandling. The man in the purple hat, however, smoothly stepped between the two men and myself and lifted his hand up at them like he was signaling cars to stop. To my total shock, the two men froze in place. It was like someone had shot them with a freeze-ray gun.


Okay, yes, I’m fully aware that freeze-ray guns are things of sci-fi movies and comic books, and not real. But, there they stood: mouths agape, arms reaching toward me, leaning forward in a full sprint, still as statues. Before I could try and comprehend what was going on, the man in the purple hat turned around, laid a hand on my shoulders, and looked straight into my eyes.


“We don’t have much time,” he said. “What’s your last name?”


“What? Dorigan,” I said, too frightened to pull away. I glanced at the orderlies, who were still frozen at the door of the elevator. “Who are you?” I asked. “How did you freeze those men like that?”


“We’re dreaming, that’s all,” he answered. “This is a dream, Ms. Dorigan.”


“A dream?” I asked. What was he talking about? It was quite obvious I was wide awake.


“If you want me to help you I need more information,” he continued.


“What?” I asked again. Then I narrowed my eyes. “Why?”


“So I can find you.”


“What do you mean, find me? I’m right here,” I said, staring over his shoulder at the orderlies.


“What’s your doctor’s name? Who can I get in with contact here?”


“Dr. Anne Meade. She’s my therapist. Why? What do you want with me?”


“I don’t have time to explain that to you right now, and honestly, Ms. Dorigan, you probably aren’t going to remember much about this dream anyway.” He faded out a little, like he was disappearing, and for a moment I could see through him to the men frozen behind him.


“Of course I’ll remember,” I said. My fear was starting to be replaced by curiosity. If this man could freeze people in place, curing a young woman of her depression shouldn’t be too much of a feat for him. “What’s happening to you?”


“I’m waking up, I’m afraid.”


“Waking up?” It looked like he was about to disappear. “But you said you could help me! How will I find you again?”


“I’ll send someone for you,” he said, and he went see-through again.


“Who will you send? How will I know it’s you?” I called. I could barely see him now.


“You won’t,” he said—then everything around me went gray again, as if I were surrounded by a thick fog, and when it dissipated a few seconds later, I found myself on a tropical beach surrounded by what looked like mango trees. The man in the purple hat, the orderlies, and the elevator were gone. But I didn’t have too much time to ponder what had happened to them because the ocean was rising up into a massive wave in front of me, unnaturally quickly. I knew there was no use outrunning it—but that didn’t mean I couldn’t try. I turned and charged up the beach but only got a few feet before the water crashed hard on top of me. I tried to fight it, but it was no use. A freezing cold shock of water filled my lungs, my body revolted, and everything went black.
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People say that if you die in your dreams you die in real life. That’s not true. All you do is wake up. I know—I die in my dreams all the time. Something I just can’t manage to pull off in the waking world.


I’d had the recurring tidal wave dream ever since I could remember. It didn’t limit itself to the beach, it could happen anywhere: my house, the grocery store, the doctor’s office. Sometimes it came out of nowhere. Other times there was a dramatic build-up, like strange noises in the distance. But there were a few things that remained constant: As it got closer, the ground would start to shake and I’d hear buildings or trees crumbling and people screaming. Then I’d look up, out a window, or over the tops of trees, and I’d see it coming for me. Powerlessness would wash over me, and I’d stand there paralyzed, watching it get closer. Sometimes I’d try to run, but it was no use. It always took me under.


I’d been having this dream since I was a little girl. Night terrors—that’s what the doctors called them. They said they would stop as I got older, but they never did.


The weirdest thing was that, despite having had this recurring dream many times over the years, when I was in it and the wave appeared, I could never remember that I was dreaming. You’d think seeing that stupid wave would trigger something in my mind, spark some kind of memory, and alert me that the dream wasn’t real. But it never did.


The dream that night in the hospital was different, though, because of the man with the purple hat. It all seemed so real. But dreams always seem so real. When you’re in them, anyway. Then after you wake up you wonder how your mind could have bought into a reality that made no sense whatsoever. The next morning, I told myself that my unconscious mind was just trying to comfort me by conjuring up the man with the purple hat—a magic Superman who was going to save me from myself. Then reality had come crashing down on top of me in the form of the tidal wave. No symbolism lost on me there. The truth was, there wasn’t anyone who could help me. My family and I had spent practically my whole life trying to find a cure to my depression and other health issues. Nothing had worked.


The hospital psychiatrist was waiting in the chair by the door in my room when I woke up. A pinched woman with mousy hair. She said she wanted to admit me to the psych ward on the fourth floor and indicated I didn’t really have a choice in the matter. By that point I was exhausted and didn’t have much more fight left in me. Where did I think I was going—back to my crappy apartment to hide in my room and cry? That wasn’t safe for me. Now that the antidepressant I’d been trying was out of my system I no longer felt like I wanted to die, and I knew if I wanted to find an antidepressant that did work, going down to the psych ward was my only option.


I decided to cooperate. My parents were called, the proper paperwork was filled out, and I was given a robe and some slippers, escorted to the fourth floor, and taken to my room—a sparse, ten-foot-by-ten-foot square with fiber board ceilings and two metal twin beds. The one closest to the opposite wall was occupied by a brunette who appeared to be sleeping. As I entered, she turned over, eyed me for a second, then turned back and faced the wall.


At three I was taken into an office to meet with Dr. Meade and the resident psychiatrist for my psych eval. Dr. Meade had been my therapist for the past four years and had driven all the way from her office in Santa Monica to see me. I liked Dr. Meade. She dressed like an ex-hippie who hadn’t quite given up the cause—long, flowy skirts, dangling jewelry, frizzy silver hair—except that she always added something professional looking to the mix. Today it was a blazer, which didn’t really go with her gauzy paisley skirt. Of course, I didn’t have room to talk: I hadn’t showered in a week.


The minute I sat down on the sofa and looked into Dr. Meade’s face I burst into tears. We’d been working together for so long, and yet nothing had changed. Nothing! I wanted her to hug me, give me a pat on the back, anything, but instead she sat there and waited quietly. There was sympathy in her eyes, yes, but it was a reserved kind of sympathy—studied, practiced, perfect—and I resented her for it.


The psychiatrist the hospital had assigned to me was voluptuous, had dark hair, and was probably only five or six years older than me. I assumed she wore glasses and her hair pulled back to look more professional, but instead she reminded me of one of those sexy teachers in those old heavy metal videos from the ’80s. Like any minute Vince Neil would kick in the door and she’d throw off her glasses and do a striptease on the desk.


“I know this is hard, Maxine,” Dr. Meade finally said. “Why don’t you tell us what happened.” Usually she would stay silent at the beginning of our sessions, forcing me to be the first to talk. Today was a different story.


“What’s the point?” I said, not bothering to fight the tears. “No matter what I do, nothing works. I’m so tired of it all.”


“I understand,” Dr. Meade said. “But if you want help you’re going to need to work with us. We need to make a plan.”


I sighed. She was right. What I wanted more than anything was to feel better. That’s all I’d wanted for as long as I could remember: to be a normal human being who could do normal things like go to work and hang out with her friends without feeling like jumping off a cliff. Plus, Dr. Meade was the one with the prescription pad, so I had no choice but to cooperate.


“It was the medication again, just like last time,” I said. My last suicide attempt had also been an adverse reaction to a new medication I’d been trying. “Adverse reaction”—that’s what Dr. Meade called it when I freaked out after trying a new antidepressant. According to her I had dysthymia—a chronic, low-grade depression that on its own doesn’t usually lead to suicidal thoughts but, when mixed with the wrong medication or a traumatic event, things can go downhill fast.


“This was day two of taking the medication?” she asked.


“Yes, day two,” I sniffed, grabbing a few tissues out of the box on a table next to me. “After I took it the first day I started to feel really sad, then when I took it again the next day things got worse. Everything felt so hopeless. I got another migraine, and my body was hurting so much I couldn’t get out of bed. I started feeling really anxious, so I took a few Xanax. Then I took a few more. I knew the medication wasn’t working, yet again, and I guess I just went into a tailspin. I overreacted, I just couldn’t . . .” I shook my head. I was so tired of talking about myself and my depression. When would it end?


Dr. Meade made a few notes on her notepad. “So you think the medication is what led to your suicidal thoughts?” she asked.


“Yes,” I said hopelessly. “I don’t understand why the medications won’t work for me. They work for everyone else.”


“They don’t work for everyone else, Maxine, and that’s what we wanted to talk to you about today,” Dr. Meade said.


The sex kitten shifted in her seat.


“I think at this point we need to explore other options besides medication,” Dr. Meade said.


“What do you mean?” I asked, wiping my eyes, though I knew what was coming.


“We’ve tried over fifteen medications. Both of your suicide attempts took place just days after starting two of them, and you’ve had adverse reactions to at least six of the others. The rest haven’t hurt as much, but they haven’t helped at all either. You seem to be getting worse with the more medications you try, not better.”


“Are you telling me you aren’t going to give me any more medication?” I asked, growing frantic.


“I think for now it’s time to take another approach.”


“But what about my career?”


Dr. Meade lightly pursed her lips together. I knew she hated it when I worried about my “career”—if that’s what you could call it. For the past couple of years I’d been a writers’ assistant on a TV show called You Sexy Witch that was about teen witches who fought demonic crime in low-cut blouses and skin-tight pants. It wasn’t a great show, but I didn’t have a lot going for me, and my job was the tiny speck of light in the dark stormy night I called my life. My dream was to one day be a full-fledged television writer, and this job felt like the first step toward achieving that dream. But in order to make that happen I needed energy. I needed drive. I needed a goddamn medication that worked. I’d spent the last month of the last season in bed every second I wasn’t at work. I couldn’t keep it together in front of my coworkers forever; I knew if I didn’t find an antidepressant that worked by next season I was going to lose my job—the only thing that was keeping me afloat.


“Let’s concentrate on getting better right now,” said Dr. Meade. “Getting better comes before career.”


“How am I supposed to get better if you’re not going to give me any more medication?” I asked, choking back a sob. It was hard to believe that less than forty-eight hours ago I’d tried to kill myself, and now I desperately wanted to live in order to work on a dumb television show about teen witches. Such is the mental and emotional logic of a depressive personality.


“I know it’s hard to hear,” Dr. Meade said, “but that doesn’t mean we can’t help you. There are other techniques we can try.”


“Like what?” I sniffed.


“Well,” she said, pulling out a piece of paper from under the notebook in her lap, “just this morning I received a very interesting phone call from a Dr. Alexandra Luna at the Theta Institute. She and her colleagues there are doing some very interesting research on a new depression treatment that combines hypnosis and dream therapy. She said they’re looking for women in their mid-twenties who’ve had adverse reactions to antidepressants. When I mentioned you, she said you fit the bill perfectly.”


“Hypnosis and dream therapy?” I asked. Could those things really help me when science had failed? It felt like a step backward.


“It’s a twenty-one-day program at the Theta Institute, a health and wellness resort on a small island in the Caribbean. This might be just the thing you need, Maxine. A peaceful, relaxing vacation with others like yourself. You have been isolating quite a bit since the end of the television season, and it’s certainly a much better environment than a psychiatric ward. Dr. Luna is going to be in Los Angeles tomorrow and would like to come and meet with you here at the hospital. How does that sound?”


Was she kidding me?


“I don’t even have the energy to get off the couch,” I said. “Flying to an island in the Caribbean is out of the question.”


Dr. Meade tried again: “The therapy is also paired with a nutritional program that—”


“No,” I said again, shaking my head. “Do you really think going on a new diet is going to help? That I’ll find out my chemical imbalance has been the result of a gluten allergy or something? I’ve been down that road before.” I’d tried all the depression diets. But when you’re depressed, diets are hard to stay on.


“I can’t,” I said. “I’m too tired. I need to find a treatment here.”


“Okay,” she said, taking a deep breath. “Well, if you’re not willing to go anywhere else, the only other option I’m seeing is electroconvulsive therapy.”


We’d talked about electroconvulsive therapy before. Dr. Meade had explained that despite all the scary stuff you see on TV, a lot of people had had success with it. The problem was, there were some major side effects, one of which was short-term memory loss, which could last for weeks at a time.


I was barely able to function properly at work as it was.


“But my job . . .” I said. “It starts back up in a month. I won’t be able to keep my job if I can’t remember things.”


“Maybe you should consider taking some time off from work,” Dr. Meade said gently.


“You can’t take time off from a television show when you’re a writers’ assistant,” I said, my voice rising. “They just replace you with someone else. It took me two years to get that job. I can’t leave now.”


I knew I was being unreasonable. Dr. Meade was right: I should be putting my health first. But this job was the only thing keeping me going at the moment. I’d always had this thought that maybe if I made it to being a television writer I’d finally be happy. Like, that level of accomplishment would somehow create more serotonin in my brain, or whatever it was I needed to be normal. The previous year was supposed to be the year I got promoted to staff writer, but I hadn’t had the energy to keep up as well as the others, and someone else had gotten the job. My boss Evan had told me I was still in the running for the following season, I just needed to work harder. But in order to do that, I needed to feel better now—and it was becoming more and more evident that that wasn’t going to happen.


I felt myself starting to shake. I tried to say something else but managed to only get out a strange guttural noise. I sounded like a dying animal. I wanted to back myself into the corner, but there was a ficus there.


“Maxine, remember, it’s possible that what you need hasn’t been invented yet,” Dr. Meade said, leaning forward toward me.


“How do you know that? How?” I knew she was trying to be helpful, but I also knew that what she was really saying was that I had run out of options.


I looked to the sexpot for confirmation.


“A lot of money is going into antidepressants right now,” she tried to assure me. “It’s just a matter of time.”


“For now I’m going to recommend electroconvulsive therapy,” Dr. Meade said. “I know, that’s disappointing, but it’s the only option you have if you want to stay close to home. Your parents are on their way here?”


“Yes. They should be here soon.”


“Why don’t you discuss it with them and we can all talk together tomorrow.”


I nodded. The vamp scribbled something on her pad. Somewhere outside, a bell chimed four o’clock.


Dr. Meade looked down at her watch. “It looks like our time is up.”


“Yes,” I said. “It certainly seems that way.”
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“What do you mean they aren’t going to give you any more medication?” asked my mother. Her eyes were creased with worry; she was frowning her way through visiting hour. I felt so guilty for putting those creases on her face. She and my dad had spent so much time, money, and energy trying to help me get better, and to very little avail.


Dad squinched his pudgy face and burst into tears. This was the third such outburst since we’d started talking ten minutes earlier.


“Bob, stop, please. You’re just making it worse,” Mom said from behind him. Her short black hair was cropped in a short, pixie-cut kind of thing. She called it her Kris Jenner. Everything she was wearing today, in fact, was inspired by Kris Jenner.


“Jeez, Gale. I’m sorry I’m crying because our daughter tried to kill herself—again! What’s wrong with me?” he shot back.


I didn’t say my parents were perfect. They had their struggles too. But I couldn’t help but wonder if these were just coping mechanisms they’d been forced to develop in their years of dealing with me. Honestly, I was just happy I hadn’t driven them to drink.


“Okay, okay,” Mom said, putting her hands up defensively and looking back at me. Then she softened and took my hands in hers. “I’m sorry, Max. I’m just so worried about you. Your dad and I, we just don’t know what to do. Neither of us has any idea what to do. And now it looks like the doctors don’t either? It’s very . . . well, it’s very frustrating.”


Dad started to cry again, which made me feel even worse, so I looked down at my shoes.


“You have to fight this,” Mom said, taking my hand and squeezing it hard. “You’ve been doing so good, Maxine. Look at all you’ve managed to do, even with the depression. Are you sure you don’t want to try Prozac again? My sister Jean’s been on it for over fifteen years and it’s made such a big difference in her life. She’s like a different person.”


I shook my head no. “I couldn’t eat on the Prozac, remember?”


“That’s right. That’s right,” she said, seeming to have forgotten we’d had this conversation ten times before.


“Why don’t you come stay with us for the summer? You can get some rest,” Dad said. Mom nodded.


My parents lived up in a small suburban town in Northern California where there was no work for creative types like me. Most of my friends had moved away, and those who hadn’t worked at the local Walmart or Applebee’s. If I went back there that would be my fate as well.


“But my job—”


“That job is very stressful,” Mom said. “You can always get another job.”


“Not on a television show,” I corrected her. “I can’t give up my job, Mom. It keeps me . . . going.”


“Maybe you could take a sabbatical from work and come back next year,” she tried again.


Clearly the adults in my life didn’t understand the cutthroat industry of television writing. There was no coming back. There weren’t even any sick days (though I’d taken quite a few). I thought back to the literally hundreds of resumes that had come in for the production assistant position when I had moved up to writers’ assistant. The applicants came from Harvard, Brown, Yale—one girl had just been on Oprah. They wouldn’t boot the girl from Oprah out to let me—a girl who barely finished high school and never even went to college—back in. The only reason I’d gotten the job in the first place was because the producer liked my spec script. A new wave of panic swept over me.


“You have no other choice,” Mom said, her eyes just short of pleading. “Your life is more important than your job. People like you can’t live like the rest of us. I’m sorry, but you can’t. You have a disability, Max. You know this. You have to take your health into account.”


My mother was the type of person who would call Evan, my executive producer, and tell him that I was suicidal if she thought it would help. And I couldn’t fault her for that. She was only trying to help me stay alive. I realized that if I wanted to stay in LA and keep my job, I had to make my parents think that I was going to be okay.


“Dr. Meade suggested electroconvulsive therapy,” I said. I didn’t want to bring up the dream therapy thing, because as far as I was concerned, it wasn’t an option.


“Like in One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest?” Mom practically shrieked.


She looked at my father, who was staring straight at me, unblinking.


“It’s not as bad as you think,” I said, but I had to admit the thought of it scared the crap out of me, and I started to cry, which started my dad going again. A few of the other people in the room looked over at us and stared. Could this day get any worse?


“I’m going to go talk to the doctor,” Mom said, and before I could stop her she got up and marched out into the hallway.


Oh yes. Yes it could.


I looked over at my dad.


“She’s just trying to help,” he said.


“I know,” I said. I had so many people trying to help. Why wasn’t it working?
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When my mom talked with Dr. Meade she found out about the dream therapy opportunity and a meeting was set up with Dr. Luna for the next day. I tried to argue with her—said that I didn’t have the time or energy to leave the country for a month—but then my dad started crying again and she looked like she was about to as well, so I quickly gave in and agreed to the meeting.


After that enlightening chat it was time for damage control, which meant I had to call Sofia—the closest thing to a best friend I had in LA, and one of the staff writers on You Sexy Witch. Crazy people aren’t allowed cell phones in psychiatric hospitals, so I waited patiently by the payphone as a woman with pink spiky hair and a large bandage on her neck spoke lasciviously to someone on the other end of the line. When it was finally my turn, I wiped the receiver with the elbow of my robe and dialed Sofia—collect.


“What’s going on? Why are you calling me collect?” Sofia shouted into the phone after the operator put me through. I could hear people laughing next to her in the background.


“Because… I’m in rehab,” I lied.


“What?!” Sofia screeched through the phone. “What the hell compelled you to go to rehab?”


“My liver,” I said. More lies. I couldn’t tell her that I was having a major depressive episode and wanted to die. Sofia wasn’t friends with people like that.


“But you don’t drink any more than any of the rest of us, Max. Half the time you don’t drink at all. Shut the hell up, you guys!” she screamed at the people laughing in the background. “I’m on the damn phone!”


“Where are you?” I asked. It never failed to surprise me how different our lives were.


“In Palm Springs,” she said, “with Charlie and everyone. I called you to invite you, but I guess you were busy checking into rehab. Jesus, Max.”


More than anything in the world I wanted to be more like Sofia. Vivacious and outgoing, she didn’t care a bit about what people thought about her. She had energy and drive. A zest for life I wanted so badly. She was often bitchy and short with people on set, and yet everyone still seemed to adore her. It probably helped that she was drop-dead gorgeous with a body to die for.


We’d met at the season opening party. I was bringing Evan, our executive producer, a drink, and Sofia mistook me for someone important. We ended up talking for the next few hours and she did something that was almost impossible to do—made me forget about myself for a little while. This was probably because the conversation was mostly about her. But I didn’t mind. She led an incredibly charmed life, had energy to burn, made tons of money, and looked like she belonged on the cover of a magazine—but she worked hard, too. Her parents had come over from Vietnam as refugees after the war and instilled a work ethic in her like none I’d seen before. We didn’t have much in common, but I really liked Sofia, and Sofia really liked Sofia, and that seemed to be enough for the two of us.


“I had no idea you were having so much trouble,” Sofia continued. “Is that why you’re so tired all the time?”


“Yes. I’m sorry—look, don’t tell anyone about any of this. It isn’t something I want getting around.”


“Max, get real. Half the writing team has been to rehab. The other half probably needs to go. It’s not that big a deal.”


“Still . . .” I said.


“You’re right, of course not,” she said. “My lips are sealed.”


More silence.


“How long do you have to stay in there?”


“I don’t know. I don’t have all the details yet,” I said.


“Well, can I bring you anything? When I get back from Palm Springs, I mean.”


“No, I can’t have visitors right now. It’s very strict here.”


“Shut up! I’ll be right there!” she screamed at the people in the background. “Listen,” she said, returning to a normal volume, “don’t even worry about it. Everybody goes to rehab at some point. Evan told me once he doesn’t trust writers that don’t drink. I know you’ve been upset that you didn’t get promoted to staff writer. Just think of this rehab thing as a little vacay. Pretend you’re at the spa, work out like two hours a day, cut out all carbs. Everyone says when you stop drinking alcohol you lose like ten pounds instantly. Think how great you’ll look when all this is over. You’ll be refreshed and renewed, ready to take next season by storm.”


“Yeah.”


“We’ll have a big party when you get out. I’ll just tell everybody you’re at your parents’ for the month.” Her voice rose again. “I know! I’m coming!” She sighed. “Look, I gotta go.”


“Yeah.”


“Rehab,” she said, clearly still stunned. “I mean, Jesus, Max. With the money you’re blowing in there you could have bought a Birkin.”





3


I slept like a rock that night (thank you, Ambien), but still felt groggy the following morning. I was barely conscious as I dragged myself to my meeting with the dream therapist lady at 10 a.m.


We met in Group Room 2B, a large room used for art and music therapy that consisted of crafts tables and shelves packed with self-help and psychology books.


When I arrived, a woman in her sixties was sitting at one of the long crafts tables in the middle of the room. She wore tortoiseshell glasses, had a shock of silver hair, and was dressed in a very chic navy wrap dress. Her figure was phenomenal for her age—any age, actually—and altogether she had an appearance more becoming of a legendary stage actress than a medical professional.


“Maxine,” she said excitedly, standing up from the table to greet me as I walked in. “Come in! Come in! How are you doing today, my darling?”


Her British accent was endearing, but I was thrown off by her enthusiasm. Rather than answering, I stood there feeling confused.


“That’s such a ridiculous question,” she continued before I could answer. “Obviously you aren’t very well or you wouldn’t be in the loony, now would you?”


“I’m sorry, I didn’t get your name . . .” I muttered.


“Dr. Alexandra Luna, at your service,” she said, coming up and giving my hand an enthusiastic shake. “Now, let’s have a look at you.” She took a step back and began to look me over. I felt like she was x-raying my body with her eyes.


“Hmmm, what’s going on here?” she asked, waving her hand around the left side of my head.


“I, uh, I get migraines,” I said. “The doctors say once I get my depression under control that should go away.”


She looked over her glasses at me. “Yes, they will say that. Although in a way I suppose they’re right. There’s also some pretty severe fatigue as well?”


“Yes,” I answered. “Chronic fatigue. Well, that’s what they thought it was until I didn’t respond to the medication. Now they don’t know what it is. Did they let you read my file?”


“I guess you could say that,” she said with a smirk.


I had given Dr. Meade permission to give my information to any researchers or medical professionals she thought might be able to help me, so it wasn’t too much of a surprise that Dr. Luna would know so much about me.


“Do you have something for chronic fatigue too?”


“We have something for everything, my dear. Now, hold out your hands, palms up, please,” she said.


When I complied, she grabbed an ink brayer from off the table, and before I knew what was happening, began rolling my left hand with ink.


“What’s this for?” I asked. “You afraid I’m going to steal something?”


“Steal something? That’s a good one! You sure haven’t lost your sense of humor, have you?” she laughed, pressing my hand onto a piece of white paper on the desk. “Now, did Dr. Meade tell you anything about our little project?”


“Not much. She just said it had something to do with dreams.”


“I see. Well then . . . I’ll fill you in,” she said, already working on the same inking process with my other hand. “The Theta Institute is a health and wellness resort located on a small island in the Caribbean with a focus on alternative therapies. Our facilities are top notch, providing truly luxurious and personal services. Many people come to us with serious health challenges, others need more . . . emotional and mental support. And some are just looking for some R&R. We have different classes and workshops centered on helping people rejuvenate mind, body, and spirit.”


“So this would be like a self-help program?” I asked. “I don’t know if Dr. Meade told you, but I’m a little beyond self-help.”


Dr. Luna finished with my right handprint and handed me a few wet wipes.


“Yes, I would certainly agree. You are definitely in need of a higher form of assistance. That’s where the Lucidity Project comes in to play.”


“That’s the dream therapy?” I asked as I began to wipe the ink off my hands. To my surprise, it came off rather easily.


“Yes, as well as a full-body eval and nutrition counseling.”


“How is dreaming therapeutic?”


“Much like hypnotherapy, dreams give you access to your subconscious. In the dream state you have access to information that many find difficult to access in the waking world. Dr. McMoneagle, the head researcher on the project and the founder of the Theta Institute, has had quite a lot of success with these methods in his practice.”


Dr. McMoneagle. The name sounded . . . “familiar” wasn’t the right word, but there was something about it that gave me pause. I couldn’t help but think of my dream from the night before—the man in the purple hat.


“Dr. McMoneagle?” I asked. “He wouldn’t, by chance, be a tall, dark, and handsome man partial to purple hats?”


“No,” she said, eying me curiously. Then, after a second or two, she said, “Dr. McMoneagle is blond and prefers much more . . . casual attire.”


I relaxed a little. I must be crazy to think that someone in a dream had somehow orchestrated this meeting. Oh, that’s right. I was crazy. That’s why I was in a psych ward at the moment.


I turned and tossed the inky tissues into a small trashcan behind me as Dr. Luna grabbed a loupe from off the desk and began examining the print from my left hand. She seemed to be particularly interested in my thumb.


“What’s with the fingerprints?” I asked.


“You can tell a lot by a person’s fingerprints, if you know what I mean,” she said.


“I don’t know what you mean,” I said honestly. “I don’t really understand what’s going on at all.”


“What’s going on is these people have done all they can do for you here,” she said, beginning to pack up her things. “It’s time to move on to something new. Something different.”


“You think you can help me? But you’ve barely even asked me any questions.” This was by far the shortest assessment I had ever been through.


“Whether we can help you is really up to you,” she said.


“Well, if I was going to be under your care it would actually be up to you, wouldn’t it?”


“Let’s just say it would be a joint effort,” she said. “At the Theta Institute, we believe in co-creating your therapy together. Think of us as a Waldorf school of healing.”


“So, what . . . you’re like, hippies or something?”


She laughed out loud, as if I’d just made a joke. “No, but our techniques are considered experimental by those in our field. Those in other fields as well, actually.”


“Experimental?” I asked. Not a word you want to hear while considering treatments in a psych ward. “Does any of it . . . hurt?”


“No, no. Nothing physically painful.” She paused. “Well, that’s not true. You will need to detox. That can be quite uncomfortable. And how far can you run? When you’re feeling better, I mean,” she said, stopping her packing to look at me.


“Uh, half a mile, maybe, if I’m being chased by a serial killer. But what does that have to do with—”


“Well, then you’re probably going to be in quite a lot of physical pain for the first week or so. But that’s not any different than now, is it?”


“Look, you seem to have forgotten. I have chronic fatigue. I can barely get out of bed in morning right now, let alone do any kind of exercise.”


“Darling, you were ready to throw yourself off a cliff a few days ago. Would it really hurt you to come to our center and jog a few miles?”


“I don’t remember saying anything about wanting to throw myself off—”


“Why don’t I leave you our brochure,” she said, sliding a colorful pamphlet across the desk to me. I picked it up. On the cover was a picture of a woman being massaged on a white sand beach. Above that it said, “The Theta Institute: dedicated to adventures in health and wellness.” Inside were more vivid pictures of healthy, tanned people doing the kinds of things yuppies like to do on vacation: yoga on the beach, lounging by the pool, sipping on coconuts, munching on a plates of fresh, robust-looking vegetables, meditating cross-legged. The place looked like a five-star resort. Even if I wanted to go, there was no way I could afford it.


“This all looks very nice, but I’m afraid it’s a little above my price range.”


“My dear. You’d be helping us with our research. We will cover all costs, including airfare.”


“Oh.”


I looked down at the brochure of meditating models and yoga posers, then back at Dr. Luna. “Dr. Meade says that the medication I need hasn’t been invented yet. It’s just a matter of time.”


“No, it’s not,” she said. “I promise you that there will never be a pill that will take away your depression. Not now, not five years from now, not ever.”


I was taken back by her honesty. There was no sympathy in her bright blue eyes, no pity, no sadness, no helplessness. Instead they blazed, wide and glistening, like she thought she had just delivered to me the most important news of my life.


“Who told you that?”


“You did. Right here,” she said, holding up the copies of my fingerprints.


“I don’t understand,” I said.


“Come to the Theta Institute, my dear . . . and you will.”
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Dr. Luna booked me on a red-eye from LA to St. Lucia with a stopover in Miami. I was only able to sleep for half of the trip thanks to a loud snorer sitting next to me on the first flight. By the time I stepped off the plane in St. Lucia I’d been traveling for over ten hours, my body ached with fatigue, and I felt a headache coming on.


The airport was edged by a lush green jungle on one side, ocean on the other, and there was blue sky all around—beautiful. But the heavy, humid air did nothing for my aching head and body. Walking across the tarmac, I felt as if I were moving through pea soup. It didn’t help that I was bundled up in leggings, a sweatshirt, and black leather moto boots.


Once inside the airport, I quickly ducked into the bathroom and changed into the oversized grey T-shirt and cut-off jean shorts I had in my carry-on before making my way through the immigration line. I’d forgotten to put flip-flops in my carry-on, so I had to make do with my moto boots.


After getting through customs I found myself outside the arrivals terminal, overwhelmed by the throngs of people rushing around. I stood there dazed, trying to get my bearings, until a small black woman in perhaps her seventies, looking festive in an orange sundress, rushed up to me and grabbed me by the hand.


“Maxine Dorigan,” she said in a thick Caribbean accent.


“Yes. Are you from the Theta Institute?” I asked, grateful to have been found. My head was pounding now, and nausea was setting in.


The woman looked up and gave me a big smile. She had large brown eyes and freckles across her nose, and her curly black hair was cropped close to her head.


“I’m Ida, one of de nutritionists at de Theta Institute,” she said.


“Oh,” I said, surprised a nutritionist would be doubling as an airport chauffeur.


As if she had read my mind she said, “You do not feel well. Traveling is difficult, even on de healthy.”


She was right about that.


She reached into her bag and pulled out a glass bottle filled with a green liquid. “Drink dis,” she said.


“What is it?” I asked, looking at the bottle skeptically.


“It’s green juice mixed wit’ some herbs dat should help your headache,” she said with a big smile. I couldn’t tell if she was joking or serious. “We need to alkalize your body after dat flight.”


I didn’t remember telling her I had a headache. Perhaps I just looked like I had one. I looked suspiciously at the mud-green concoction, then opened the top and took a sip. To my surprise it tasted like tropical paradise in a bottle.


“Wow, what’s in this?” I asked, perking up a bit. “It’s delicious.”


“I never tell,” she said, her forehead creasing.


When I frowned in response, she broke out in a smile and nudged me playfully. “I’m just kidding! It’s a mixture of kale, coconut, and pineapple juice, along wit’ chlorophyll and some of my special herbs. We’ve got more of it back on de island.”


I smiled. Ida’s energy was contagious. I guessed they’d probably sent her to help cheer me up—and despite my debilitated state, it was working.


“Now follow me, please. De shuttle is right over here.”


I followed Ida to a van parked at the curb. The side door was open, and inside sat a small girl with shoulder-length lavender hair. She looked to be eighteen or nineteen. Beneath her overgrown lavender bangs I could just make out a pair of large blue-gray eyes. A gray tank dress hung on her skeletal frame, and her skin was white with that blue hue usually reserved for babies and the elderly. She couldn’t have looked more out of place in this tropical atmosphere, and by her body language it was clear she felt it. In her hand she also had a bottle of Ida’s green juice.


“Dis is Dawn,” Ida said. “She’s coming wit’ us. She’s in your program too.”


“Max,” I said to her, holding out my hand.


As Dawn reached out her hand I noticed she had four or five cuts down her forearm. Had she done that to herself? There was a girl at Cedars-Sinai the last time I’d been there who’d been a cutter; she’d had horizontal scars on her arms. But the cuts on Dawn’s arm were vertical and looked more like fingernail scratches. Dawn took my hand limply, avoiding eye contact, and squeaked out a meek hello. Then she noticed me eying her arm and jerked her hand back abruptly.


I didn’t take it personally. I was used to unsocial behavior from other psych patients. Most of us had bigger problems to deal with than adhering to social mores.


I sat in the seat behind Dawn so I wouldn’t be forced to converse. Neither of us were in any shape to be making small talk.


“De dock is just a few minutes away,” Ida said. “Den we take a boat to de island. If eider of you feels seasick, don’t worry. I’ve got more green juice.” She got into the driver’s seat and pulled away from the curb.


We were headed away from the airport along a rural road lined with shacks and small houses on one side and a mass of jungle foliage on the other. Every now and then we passed a local walking down the street in shorts and flip-flops or riding a bike. I felt like I was in a different world. Everything around us was lush and green. So different from the brown hills of Los Angeles.
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