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PRAISE FOR THE OTHER SIDE OF NOTHING


“Raw, confronting, and deeply insightful, The Other Side of Nothing is for anyone who has held on tight to a loved one’s life and felt it slipping through their fingers. Anastasia Zadeik has infused her exquisitely written narrative with the powerful voice of experience. Heart-wrenching, riveting, and hopeful, this is a no-holds-barred glimpse into the agony of emerging through a mental health crisis, told from the inside out and from the outside in. An important read.”


—Emma Grey, author of The Last Love Note


“Riveting, devastating, redemptive. The Other Side of Nothing is both intimate and cosmic—intellectually, physically, and emotionally. I was holding my breath until the final pages.”


—Shelley Blanton-Stroud, author of the Jane Benjamin novels


“Mental illness is still something we don’t talk about enough. Anastasia Zadeik tackles it head-on in this moving portrayal of two suicidal young adults searching for meaning in their lives. With sensitivity and compassion, the author explores the effects of the demon of mental illness not just on the patients but also on their loved ones. Heartbreaking yet also hopeful, The Other Side of Nothing takes the reader on an unforgettable journey.”


—Jody Hadlock, author of The Lives of Diamond Bessie


“The Other Side of Nothing is a page-turning novel about young love, art, philosophy, motherhood, grief, and healing. Zadeik writes with tremendous empathy and compassion for her characters, exploring the complexities and nuances of mental illness. The characters in these pages are beautifully alive.”


—Tammy Greenwood, author of The Still Point, Keeping Lucy, and Two Rivers


“This is an immediately engaging, emotionally raw novel that weaves together grief, art, secrets, family dynamics, class, and mental disorder. In the end, it is a moving and important account of love—its costs and its rewards.”


—Sue William Silverman, author of Acetylene Torch Songs: Writing True Stories to Ignite the Soul


“This book has everything: vivid characters with distinctive and specific arcs, an accelerating narrative pace, evocative prose, and heart—so much heart. Rich with moral and ethical questions about consent, personal freedom, and how hard it is know the right thing to do when someone you love is at risk, it will help to educate and build empathetic understanding of the vagaries of the mind.”


—Deborah Serra, author of Lost in Thought


“The Other Side of Nothing takes readers on a journey into the complex world of mental illness and its effects of both luminosity and shadow on the fully realized characters who inhabit this novel. Zadeik’s deep knowledge of the intricacies of mental illness and her compassionate portrayal of its ramifications make this an important and timely book.”


—Judy Reeves, author of When Your Heart Says Go


“Anastasia Zadeik’s characters grab the reader from the first page as a young couple embarks on a suspenseful journey in search of beauty, connection, and meaning—heading toward a perilous precipice. The story reveals the complex and misunderstood layers of mental illness, offering insights and nurturing empathy for those who suffer and the people who love them. Recommended reading to enhance understanding of mental illness through a heart-wrenching story.”


—Linda Moore, author of Attribution


PRAISE FOR ANASTASIA ZADEIK’S BLURRED FATES


“The author’s tale is as chilling as it is affecting.. . . A hypnotic page-turner . . .”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Mental and emotional health and healing from trauma are the book’s main foci, and it handles them with utmost care . . . a tense, emotional thriller about betrayal and strength.”


—Foreword Reviews


“Zadeik writes viscerally, Kate’s anger, pain, and uncertainty suffusing every scene. The multifaceted plot deftly juxtaposes Kate’s present and previous traumas, sensitively exploring several fraught topics while generating suspense and maintaining drive. Complex characters and nuanced relationships further distinguish this stunner from the pack.”


—Katrina Niidas Holm, Mystery Scene review


“Blurred Fates is an unerring portrayal of the realities of trauma survival in an enthralling tale of tragedy, love, and betrayal. Zadeik’s elegance on the page is captivating from start to finish.”


—Amelia Zachry, author of Enough: A Memoir of Mistakes, Mania, and Motherhood
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For Olivia and Jack, my answer












MORNING






November 10, 2016


“I’LL BE WAITING FOR YOU on the other side,” he’d said.


She’d nodded. Tried to smile.


“Don’t be afraid,” he’d added, gripping her shoulders, the intensity in his voice exhilarating but also frightening somehow. “Five minutes. Don’t talk to anyone. Don’t look back. And whatever you do, don’t run.”


With that, he’d dropped his hands and left her there, feeling the loss of his presence like a phantom limb. She looked at the clock on the wall. Watched as the minute hand crept forward. Then, though everything in her screamed run!, she walked down the antiseptic hallway, avoiding the gaze of the psych tech on duty. She exited quietly through the French doors at the back of the building and proceeded at a measured pace to the barn where she’d learned to love him. She kept her eyes fixed on the weathered red door until she was almost upon it, then turned and skirted the side of the building, heading for a break in the trees, remembering what he’d said earlier. “It may not seem like a trail, but trust me, it will take you where you need to be.”


But fifteen feet into the small woods, the trail ended. Julia looked left, right, left, trying to catch her breath as dizziness poured over her. She blinked slowly, deliberately, hoping the world would stop swirling. Instead, the swirling spiraled upward, pulling Julia with it until she was gazing at the tops of trees, at sunlight slanting down through a profusion of scarlet, mustard, and orange. She saw herself, small, nearly hidden in the shadows.


For an indeterminable amount of time—seconds, perhaps minutes—she watched herself, swaying, ever so slightly, until the crack of a branch brought her back. Fear beat in her chest. Her vision grew spotty, turning the ground beneath her into thick daubs of paint. Burnt Umber. Pale Gold. Terre Verte.


Breathe, she told herself. It’s just underbrush. Leaves, earth, moss, stones.


Only moments ago, in the courtyard, it had been gravel, shifting under his boots—outside shoes—as he performed a 360-degree sweep of the walls and windows surrounding them. “Come with me,” he’d said, and he’d had a plan. He’d flipped her hand over to draw an escape route on her palm with the tip of his finger, sending currents along pathways she hadn’t known existed until he revealed them.


“Here’s the barn,” he’d said, tracing a square under her pinkie. “And here, eight feet from the back corner, that’s where the trail begins.” From the bottom of her ring finger, across her palm toward the fleshy part of her thumb and the scar on her wrist, the path was clear, measuring in centimeters. In reality, it was hundreds of meters, and it wasn’t clear at all.


Julia scanned the trees. She heard him whisper, “Look for light on the other side. That’s where I’ll be.” And then her father’s voice flooded in, reciting, “The woods are lovely, dark and deep,” followed by the plea that had become a refrain in her head, Please help me.


The voices collided. Julia stumbled. Something pulled on her sleeve.


She turned.


And then, she ran.
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Ten days earlier


“WHY ARE YOU HERE?” the doctor asked.


Julia sat across from the guy, the latest psychologist her mother had found, staring at the edge of a bandage under the wrist cuff of her black hoodie, realizing she needed to change. She’d been wearing the same clothes for two days. Or maybe it was three. Time and space had gone wonky lately; weaving in and out of weeks, an hour could feel like a year, while a day went by in a blur. The world couldn’t be counted upon to keep its form and shape. One moment she was—


“Julia? Can you tell me why you’re here?”


Julia looked up, pointedly down to her wrists, then back at the doctor.


Seriously? she wanted to say but didn’t.


She lifted her eyes higher and took in three framed diplomas on the wall. The largest one announced David P. Stein had been awarded a Doctor of Philosophy in Counseling Psychology. She couldn’t make out the date, but Dr. Stein was old—grandfather old, with gray hair, corduroy pants, and reading glasses. Clearly experienced. Backed by floor-to-ceiling cases of books discussing every psychiatric malady in existence. The leather-bound notepad he held in his lap had not been blank when she walked into his dull beige office to sit upon his dull beige couch; background information had been provided, judgments made, boxes checked.


Why am I here?


Julia sighed and turned toward the window, where dust motes floated in slivers of light filtering through the wooden blinds.


Dust, she thought. Of course there would be dust.


She closed her eyes as a scorching emptiness filled her chest, the feeling of memories she wanted to forget. Mourners in black, like rows of crows. A crescent of flowers around a small wooden box that impossibly held what remained of her father. Her mother, dry-eyed, leaning toward the arrangement as a minister Julia didn’t know read the same words her father had asked her to read only weeks ago under a canopy of stars—“Dust thou art to dust returneth, was not spoken of the soul”—ruining the Longfellow po—


“Let’s try a different way,” Dr. Stein said, interrupting her thoughts. “How about you tell me what’s been going on that brought you here?”


Eyes still closed, Julia shook her head. She couldn’t put it into words. She never could. And even if she were able to do so, Dr. Stein wouldn’t understand.


No one did.


It was endless days engulfed in a fog. Nights that became black holes; lying awake while the whole world slept. Ordinary, unavoidable things transformed into land mines: her reflection in the mirror; former friends at school who looked away; books stacked on her father’s desk, never to be read.


It was despair that struck like an avalanche—the ground sliding out underfoot, snowflakes compressed into cement, asphyxiating her with her own exhalations. She’d read about that, about how you literally kill yourself under the snow.


“Julia?”


She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t move. Her head was so ridiculously heavy, she was pretty sure her neck might snap any day.


On cue, in what was becoming an alarmingly common occurrence, Julia saw the neck snap from above: a young woman, too thin, dressed in black, ankles crossed at her Doc Martens, shaking her head until it toppled off and tumbled forward. Matted dreadlocks spilling. Hands reaching up, too late—


“Julia, are you with me?”


Am I?


Julia opened her eyes. She was back on Dr. Stein’s dull beige couch, her curtain of hair restored, a single lock of dread in her fingertips. Don’t, she thought, even as she gave the lock a fierce tug, whispering “trichotillomania.” A familiar sensation traveled along her scalp as the syllables tripped across her tongue. Though she hated the behavior, she loved the name for it: the rolling r, the staccato ch and t. She missed the clicking of her tongue ring. She recalled awakening in the hospital to its absence—and the presence of her mother, stoic, silent, undoubtedly pleased the ER docs had removed all her piercings. Her mother hated the piercings, the pulling, maybe even Julia herse—


“I’m sorry, what was that?” Dr. Stein asked.


Julia dropped the lock of hair. She did not want to talk about trichotillomania or dreadlocks, or how the latter was supposed to be a solution for the former, or how this solution had failed, like all the others.


Dr. Stein was waiting, though. She had to say something.


Here goes nothing.


“There are times,” she said. “When I leave my body and see myself, from above, like a scene in a movie.”


Dr. Stein remained perfectly still.


Julia went on. “Most of the time, it’s real, what I’m doing, but sometimes, it isn’t. Sometimes it’s all in my head. I see things that aren’t actually happening.”


“Like?”


“Like, just now.” Julia hesitated. “I saw my head fall from my neck.”


“I see.” Dr. Stein spoke with practiced evenness. “And how did that make you feel?”


“How did it make me feel?” Honestly?


“Yes. As in, did your head falling off provoke an emotion?”


Provoke an emotion? My God, is he serious? Yes, he is. Pen poised.


“No,” Julia replied, then paused. “Actually, yes. Well, maybe. Relief.”


“You felt relief.”


Julia nodded tentatively, still thinking about the fragility of her neck.


“Relief from . . .?” Dr. Stein peered at her over the edge of his glasses.


From you. From this. From all of it, Julia wanted to say. Is this supposed to be helping? Exhaustion swept over her. She closed her eyes again and dropped her face into her hands, bringing her wrists into contact with her collarbones, reminding her of wounds just starting to heal, the matching cuts on her thighs.Attempts to end the agonizing numbness and emptiness failing again and again, even the last one; she’d even failed at ending it all.


And yet.


And yet, she recalled the warmth of the water holding her, the slow deceleration of whirling thoughts, soaring out of her body to float overhead for the first time. Watching the scene below with unexpected, unburdening detachment as the edges faded into a calm stillness. A stillness broken by her mother’s muffled voice, louder and clearer as she approached. “Julia! Julia, answer me!” Fists on a door. Flashing stars. White lights.


Then, something hard in her throat. Realizing she was still alive. Trading pain for more—


“Julia?” Dr. Stein’s even voice returned. “Relief from . . .?”


Fine.


“ . . . pain. I want relief from the pain.”


“You want relief from the pain.”


Julia nodded into her hands.


Dr. Stein was silent. Silent enough for Julia to hear her own breathing. She assumed this was some sort of therapeutic technique, but the silence simply served as a vacuum, sucking in more fog. She wanted to leave. Perhaps it was unfair, but Julia did not like Dr. Stein. She did not want to be there in his dreary beige office.


Then again, she didn’t want to be anywhere. Not at school. Not at home. Definitely not at home. Though she’d been out of the hospital only a week, she was suffocating. Dust and memories everywhere. Her father gone. Guilt and complications rising. Texts she couldn’t answer. Her mother abruptly switching from avoiding her to hovering. Watching her. Filling the house with an iterative loop of questions she didn’t really want the answers to: “How are you feeling? What are you feeling? Is there something—”


“Is that what you are feeling now?” Dr. Stein asked. “Pain?”


Julia sighed. What’s the point?


She’d tried to explain what she was feeling to the last doctor she’d encountered, a young guy in a stereotypical white coat on the psych ward. Young enough to relate, she’d thought. She’d told him about the pen and ink self-portrait she’d been working on in AP Studio Art, and how, one day, she’d felt the urge to destroy it; how she’d opened the ink and spilled it, first a drop on the middle of the smooth forehead, then another on the chin, then a slow dribble across the left cheekbone. How her index finger had pressed into the ink, pushing it deeper into the weave of the paper, smearing and pouring and smearing. How she’d watched her face disappear. She’d hoped the young doctor would understand. That he’d get it, but he hadn’t. He’d been brusque. Taken notes. Checked boxes. Decided she was stable enough to go home with her mother if they switched her from Lexapro to Prozac, the wonder drug, combined with counseling, which landed her here, in Dr. Stein’s dreary beige office.


So, really, why am I here? Why is anyone here? What’s the point of any of it? We’re all here, and then we die. Dr. Stein, so old he wears corduroy? He might die soon. Can I say that? Jesus, Julia, no.


Dr. Stein broke through. “Julia? Can you tell me what you’re thinking about right now?”


The word slipped out into her hands before Julia could censor it. “Death.”


“You’re thinking about death.” Not a question. Not a statement. Something in between.


Yes, she was thinking about death. But as soon as the word was out of her mouth, Julia knew she shouldn’t have said it aloud, because no one wanted to talk about death. If there was anything she’d learned in the last year, it was this—no one wanted to talk about death. Or sadness. Or her father, who should have had more time. Who’d once believed in a world of beauty and poetry, grace and second chances. As had she. But then—


Please help me. Shit. Shit. Shit.


The scorching emptiness returned. Over the sound of her own breath, she could hear the ticking of a clock. Slowing.


“I want to disappear,” she whispered into her hands.


“I’m sorry,” Dr. Stein said. “I didn’t catch that. Did you say you want to disappear?”


Yes, she wanted to go away. Somewhere else. She couldn’t go—


“Julia?”


Not for the first time, Girl, Interrupted popped into Julia’s head. She’d read the book three years earlier, when she was fifteen and life was still good. Back then, it hadn’t seemed right that the narrator was in a mental hospital when it wasn’t clear she was crazy, at least not to Julia. But now? Now, the idea of being somewhere else—away from the memories and mistakes, the pain she felt, the pain she’d caused—


“Julia? Do you want to die?”


Julia lifted her head, opened her eyes. Dr. Stein sat, pen still poised.


“Are you planning to hurt yourself again?”


No. Yes. She didn’t know.


Dr. Stein did not understand. She just wanted it all to stop: the guilt, the cutting, the trich, the whispering, the drugs, the turning away from everyone and everything she’d once loved. She wanted to believe again—in something. She also knew the requirements for an involuntary hold, “a danger to self or others.” A simple affirmative response might get her back into the hospital. Into a residential program. Away. Dr. Stein could do for her what she could not do for herself. He could give her another chance.


Julia knew, suddenly, ironically, she had to want to die to get a chance to live.


And Dr. Stein might be her last best shot.


“Yes,” she said. “Yes.”
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DUSK WAS FALLING: the sky gray, with menacing steel-wool clouds; the air, cool and damp, with that just-about-to-rain feeling. Laura Reeves maneuvered out of her car, computer bag and keys in one hand, the strap of her daughter’s backpack in the other. As she pushed the car door closed with her hip and turned toward the house, a cluster of costumed children approached on the sidewalk—a small princess in a pale blue gown, a fairy with wings, three superheroes. Two women trailed them by several feet, holding wine glasses and closed umbrellas.


Laura’s thoughts tripped forward. Trick-or-treaters. Halloween.


Paul.


She dropped her head. Inhaled sharply.


Her husband, Paul, had loved all holidays, but Halloween was his favorite. Every year on October first, he’d purchase bags and bags of candy, chortling as he opened the first tiny pack of peanut M&Ms or a mini Snickers bar. He’d place Styrofoam headstones, fake bones, and mechanized spiders in the lawn, hang frothy spider webs from the eaves and the back half of a witch mid-splatter on the front window. The afternoon of the thirty-first, he’d load dry ice in the mood machine, put on a black onesie embossed with a glow-in-the-dark skeleton, and stand at the front door ready for the deluge of children. He’d gasp in faux fear, enthuse over creative costumes, and quote Edgar Alan Poe using his best Vincent Price impression.


Until last year.


Last year, he hadn’t felt well enough to man the door, so he’d corralled Julia into decorating and handing out treats. This year, Laura had purchased a bag of candy only because it was displayed near the register at the grocery store. She had not retrieved the boxes from the basement that bore Paul’s handwriting in thick black Sharpie: “Open at your own risk, BWA-HA-HA.”


She couldn’t have faced the onesie or the gravestones.


Laura waited by the car, eyes downcast, praying the happy troupe didn’t stop at her door. Only when the voices faded did she look up and down the street. Nearly every other house on the block was decorated. Porch lights on. Jack-o-lanterns glowing.


How did I miss this driving home? she wondered, before acknowledging she didn’t recall the drive home itself. Not really. Epic-level distraction had become her new normal. It was as if a sledgehammer kept striking, breaking her thoughts apart and sending them scattering.


As she walked to the side door of the house, the day came back in fragments: the look of resignation on Julia’s face when Laura presented her with water and one of the new little white pills; the stack of worn magazines in the waiting room of yet another psychologist, one Dr. Stein, who’d recommended placing Julia on a 72-hour hold “for her own safety”; the back of Julia’s hoodie as a nurse led her away before Laura could say goodbye; a white desk placard bearing the words “Christine Renner, M.D., Medical Director, Brookfield Health” that Laura couldn’t help staring at as the woman explained Dr. Stein’s 72-hour hold was unnecessary, because “Julia has requested a voluntary admission.”


Nothing made sense anymore. Laura had stood there, dumbfounded, wondering how it was that her just-turned-eighteen-year-old daughter, who was clearly unable to think clearly, was being allowed to make any decisions at all. The doctor had asked Laura to sit, gesturing toward the chairs across from her desk, and Laura had noticed Julia’s backpack on one of the chairs, top open, Doc Martens visible.


“Her shoes—” Laura said without thinking.


“Laces,” Dr. Renner had replied, “are disallowed.”


It had taken a moment for Laura to catch up. And then the questions had come at her, like flying knives. Upon completion of the interview and signing away a large portion of Paul’s life insurance, she had not known what to do or where to go, so she’d driven straight to her office only to stare blankly at the screens on her desk until her half sister, Lilly, called.


“You checked Julia into a psych hospital and went to work?” Lilly had said. And then, softer, “Go home, Laura. I’ll meet you there as soon as I can.”


But home was no longer home.


Laura turned the key in the door and the deadbolt clicked open.


The emptiness inside was palpable. Gone were the smells of good things to eat, the glow of the hanging lamp over the kitchen table where Paul and Julia used to sit, computers open before them. The warmth of Paul’s baritone voice. “There she is. How was your day?”


Tonight, sounds reverberated in the void: the thud of Julia’s backpack on the floor; the clatter of keys hitting the countertop; the sigh that escaped when Laura saw the stack of homemade mood trackers recommended in the Surviving a Suicide booklet she’d been given by a hospital social worker just ten days earlier. Laura had read the booklet over and over, trying to understand something—anything—as she sat next to a hospital bed where Julia lay in the medically induced coma doctors hoped would protect vulnerable organs—her liver and kidneys, her heart.


Her heart.


Laura recalled being asked to leave the room while they brought Julia out of the coma, the nurse saying, “She needs to feel safe when she regains consciousness, and until we can talk to her, we won’t know what caused her to take this step. You understand, right?”


She did. They thought Laura might be the reason Julia wanted to die.


Now, as then, anguish struck like an ice pick to her sternum. Laura’s right hand flew to her chest, palm flat, fingers splayed. For a second, she couldn’t breathe, but then hardwired childhood reproaches filled her head. Her mother’s favorites: “Stop now or go to your room. Bear up, no one wants to see you cry.” The one her stepfather, Carl, preferred: “Buck the fuck up, or I’ll give you something to cry about.”


Stop, she told herself. Stop now. Buck—





THE DOORBELL RANG, A LONG angry buzz. Laura startled, then remembered. Trick-or-treaters. Superheroes. Princesses. But why? The inside of the house was dark. Unwelcoming. Laura walked across the room, peered down the hall, and saw the front porch light was on. She must not have turned it off before they left the house that morning. Julia had been moving slowly, and Laura had been distracted, worried they’d be late for the 8:00 a.m. appointment with Dr. Stein she’d made, thinking Julia might go to school afterward.


In retrospect, as with nearly everything it seemed, Laura had been shockingly naïve in this assumption. Julia had not gone to school; around the time Laura had imagined watching her daughter walk through the front doors of her high school, she’d been watching a nurse lead her away instead, listening to Dr. Renner explain that Julia wanted to be there.


In a psychiatric facility. Brookfield Health.


Rather than with Laura.


The ice pick to the sternum had struck then too, but Laura hadn’t let on. She’d straightened her spine and clutched Julia’s backpack of disallowed items as if it could save her. Even when Dr. Renner had misinterpreted her reaction, saying, “It can be difficult for family members to understand how overwhelming and unrelenting the pain is—actual physical pain,” Laura had not argued or objected, though she knew that kind of pain.


She’d felt it and borne it.


She’d bucked the fuck up. Done what needed to be done.


The evening after Paul’s memorial service, Laura had gone to her room, set her alarm, and allowed herself to cry. The next morning, she’d showered, dressed in business attire, woken Julia for school, and gone to work. She’d weathered the initial shows of sympathy and been thankful when they ceased. Day after day, she’d gone through the motions, making sure there was cereal in the pantry, milk in the refrigerator, gas in the cars. Sheets and towels and clothes had been laundered. Bills were paid.


Lilly had urged her to attend a support group, claiming Laura wasn’t “allowing herself to grieve.” One meeting had been enough to confirm drinking coffee in a church basement with sad total strangers was not for her. The truth was that it had done more harm than good. The rift that had been forming between her and Julia after Paul’s death had begun opening into a chasm, so when the young group leader said, “Everyone grieves differently. Give your loved ones time and space to grieve in their own way,” Laura had taken his words to heart.


At the time, this approach sounded rationale, reasonable even. Only later, when things had gone terribly wrong, could Laura see she’d zealously followed the advice because giving Julia time and space had been easier.


Time and space had allowed her to ignore Julia’s loss of appetite, the monosyllabic responses to every query, the hurt embedded in each interaction.


Time and space had given Laura permission to accept she’d never fill the hole Paul left behind. To pretend silence was not surrender.


Giving Julia time and space had given Laura time and space.


She just hadn’t anticipated the unintended consequences.


It had been weeks before Laura noticed Julia’s grades had slipped and her friends had dropped away; her taste in music tilted louder and angrier as she grew quieter and quieter; she’d disappeared for hours. One evening she’d come home late, defiant, with newly formed dreadlocks—dark snakes that overwhelmed her features, and though Laura had been shocked, she’d thought, time and space. The next week, they’d been enduring another silent meal when Laura had seen the flash of something dark in Julia’s mouth and heard a strange muted clicking noise, the sound of metal against something hard.


“What was that?” Laura had asked.


Julia had looked up, briefly, then away. “Nothing.”


“It was definitely something, Julia.”


“Fine,” Julia said, frustrated. “It’s a tongue ring.”


“A tongue ring? You have a tongue ring?”


In response, Julia made the clicking noise again, like a taunt, following it with the twirl of a dreadlock and a whispered “trichotillomania,” the habitual coupling of the obsessive hair twirling she’d exhibited on and off since she was a child with the psychological label for it that Laura had come to despise.


“When did you—Did you even think about asking me?”


Click. Twirl. Whisper.


Laura could feel her heart beating faster. Her lungs tightened. She knew it was an explosive situation, yet she’d gone on, aware her tone sounded more angry than concerned. “I’d have liked to know. You shouldn’t have gone alone. Something might have gone wrong.”


“Right, like you would have gone with me. Besides, I didn’t go alone. Cheyenne took me.”


Cheyenne. Dreadlock stylist. Wardrobe consultant. A 21-year-old musician Julia claimed to have met online who was now her one and only friend. Though Laura had heard the woman’s voice on Julia’s phone several times, she’d seen her only once, sitting in the passenger seat of a car at the curb, dressed all in black with kohl-lined eyes and reddish-purple ombre hair that resembled a bad wig; her appearance so stereotypical it felt manipulative.


Click. Twirl. Whisp—





THE DOORBELL RANG AGAIN, ONCE. Stop. Then twice, in rapid succession. Stop now.


Laura needed to turn off the porch light. She grabbed a bag of candy from the pantry and walked to the front of the house, tugging at the end seam. She turned the bolt, pulled open the door, yanked the seam harder, and just as she heard “Trick or treat!” the seam gave way.


Candy exploded onto the floor.


There was laughter, teenage laughter, jarring and unexpected. These trick-or-treaters were not superheroes and princesses. Laura took in a severed arm, a brutally scarred face, weapons, blood dripping from wounds and lips. Though her eyes remained open, the sledgehammer hit again, splintering her thoughts. An image flashed across the back of her brain: Julia sitting against the bathroom wall, dreadlocks against white tile, a small knife in her hand, bloody curved lines on her thighs.


Laura heard a strangled cry.


“Is she all right?” one of the teenagers asked.


“They’re just costumes,” another said.


Laura shifted her gaze from blood and gore to the candy littering the floor. She bent down, hastily scooped up handfuls, and dropped them into the bags held before her. She knew the words “Happy Halloween” were expected, but she could not say them. Leave, she thought. Please leave.


Before their backs had fully turned against her, Laura retreated into the house, shut the door, and flicked off the porch light. “Guess you don’t need a costume to be a witch,” she heard one of them say.


And then, as Laura walked back toward the kitchen, another memory fragment rose, hazy with the passage of time. A dusty blackboard. Posters of the alphabet. Costumed children marching in a Halloween parade. The six-year-old version of herself is not taking part in the parade because the six-year-old version of herself is not wearing a costume because Carl doesn’t believe in six-year-olds dressing up and Carl’s rules rule and little girls who cannot buck up are given something to cry about. Laura remembers her first-grade teacher kneeling beside her, noticing her stricken expression, saying, “You can tell me.” Laura remembers knowing, even as a six-year-old, the woman is wrong. “No one needs to know our business,” Carl says to Laura and her mother, and Laura understands she cannot tell the truth about what is happening at home, because the truth will sound bad.


This was the very thought she’d had that morning while talking to Dr. Renner. Under questioning, Laura heard just how bad her fragmented answers had sounded: the mistaken giving of time and space; finding Julia on the bathroom floor with the self-inflicted wounds on her thighs; frantically driving her to the ER for nothing but butterfly bandages; the incomprehensibly interminable ten-day wait for a psych consult. Laura could hear her own frustration as she explained to Dr. Renner how the first psychiatrist had spent only twenty minutes with Julia before prescribing Lexapro, using phrases like “Selective Serotonin Reuptake Inhibitors,” “non-suicidal self-harming,” and “impulse control disorder,” as if these were ordinary, adding, “SSRIs, like Lexapro, can increase suicidal ideation,” as if it was somehow acceptable, and then replying to Laura’s “Excuse me, did you say increase suicidal ideation?” with the equally unacceptable response, “It works for some. These aren’t perfect drugs, Mrs. Reeves. It’s not a perfect science.”


Laura had tried, she told Dr. Renner. She’d Googled “Selective Serotonin Reuptake Inhibitors” and “non-suicidal self-harming.” She’d read the small print under “Suicidality and Antidepressants” on the prescription insert advising her to “monitor appropriately and observe closely for clinical worsening,” and though she’d had no idea what “clinical worsening” would look like, she’d rearranged her schedule to handle client meetings during school hours and kept a closer eye on Julia at home. She’d touched base. Created mood trackers with Sharpies and index cards.


And, initially, it had seemed the medicine was working; Julia was engaged, relieved even.


So, feeling relieved herself, Laura had gone to a dinner meeting.


One dinner meeting.


Twelve days into the Lexapro.





LAURA HAD SEEN DR. RENNER’S neutral look falter then, when she admitted she’d forgotten about Paul’s pre-cancer prescriptions stored on the top shelf of the medicine cabinet in their master bathroom—pain medication, sleeping pills, muscle relaxants. How she hadn’t noticed the careful repositioning that concealed the absence of orange plastic bottles.


She’d missed the clinical worsening, the formulation of a plan.


She’d come home from the business dinner to a silent house. The upstairs hall bathroom door locked.





LAURA HAD KEPT TO HERSELF the fragments that looped every night as she tried to fall asleep. Calling JuliaJuliaJulia. Sirens blaring. Flashing lights. Heavy boots on the stairs. A limp body lifted by uniformed men, water dripping from black fabric, a lifeless hand, a slit wrist—





A CAR PULLED INTO THE DRIVEWAY. The noise of the engine quieted. A car door closed.


“That would be Lilly,” Laura said to no one. She picked up the stack of index cards and the Surviving a Suicide booklet and opened the junk drawer.


The door to the mudroom opened. Light flooded the kitchen. Laura blinked hard.


“Lor?” came Lilly’s voice. “What are you doing in the dark?”


Laura did not reply. She stood, frozen. Lilly would never understand that Laura welcomed the darkness because she couldn’t have what she really wanted—to go back two years to a fall Sunday in the park, a day marked by normalcy: the smell of freshly mown grass mingling with fallen leaves; Paul and Julia throwing a football; Julia playing peekaboo with a toddler nearby. Laura could not adequately explain what she knew now but couldn’t have known then—that she’d been living her last best day.


Laura dropped the cards and booklet into the drawer.


The doorbell rang again. A long, sustained buzz.


“Do you want me to get that?” Lilly asked.


Laura did not answer.


“Wait here,” Lilly said, touching Laura’s back gently. “I’ll be right back.” Then, as she entered the hall, she said, “Jesus, Lor, what happened? There’s candy all over the floor.”


Laura closed the drawer and stood, listening, as her sister scooped up the candy and opened the front door. She waited to hear “trick or treat,” candy being dropped into bags, Lilly saying “Happy Halloween.” But instead, she heard a vaguely familiar voice demanding, “Where is she? Where’s Julia?”
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JULIA’S ROOMMATE, CLAUDIA, was in a constant state of motion: pacing or bouncing on her toes, flexing her hands, tapping her fingers. A tech was glued to her side for an hour after every meal. “The food police,” Claudia told her after lunch on her second day. “You’d think I’m a fucking criminal, the way they follow me.”


“It’s to keep her from sticking her finger down her throat,” Rita stage-whispered, laying her hand gently on Julia’s arm. “Claudia has issues with food, and authority.”


Julia knew this without being told. Despite the fog, some things were clear. By the end of that second day, she knew the names and diagnoses of the three women with whom she shared a suite, or “pod” as the staff referred to it: one double and two singles grouped around a small living room. Rita, the matriarch of the unit, a silver-haired, puffy-eyed woman who wore flowing patterned caftans, suffered from depression with chronic insomnia. Claudia was twenty-two but looked fourteen. Years of anorexia had left her gaunt, nearly ghostlike, camouflaged in the achromatic setting except for a thin shock of short copper hair that brought to mind a candlestick burning bright. And Emily Rose, age unknown, nondescript brown hair, average height and weight, the sort of woman who’d escape notice were it not for her entirely non-average schizophrenic behavior—furtive glances, handwringing, soft murmuring.


Julia felt a sense of belonging, both confirmation and affirmation: she was insanely depressed, or at least she had been, and she wasn’t alone—other “others” were here, right in front of her, not out in the ethersphere. This knowledge was strangely comforting. So, too, were the crisp, slightly scratchy white sheets and sage fleece blanket, the wood floors and cream walls, the tiny clear plastic cup of pills with its big sister plastic cup of water, the daily routine with its circumscribed activities and time constraints.


Day three had been nearly identical to the day before:




7:15 am: morning check by the pod-tech, medication/vital signs


7:30 am: breakfast in the common dining room


8:30 am: group therapy. Intros, sharing, goal setting. Breakdown of new patient, Rachel: obese, brassy hair with dark roots, crying incessantly, story nearly unintelligible and totally uncomfortable—depressed, addicted to pain meds, mother-hatred issues.


9:30 am: activity therapy in the form of yoga with Ashni—compensation for Rachel decompensation


10:30 am: individual therapy with “please call me Tanya.” Young, pretty, with honey-colored, shoulder-length hair and a voice like a marshmallow.





Yesterday, the intake assessment with Tanya had been all about forms and questionnaires Julia was starting to recognize. The Beck Depression Inventory. The PHQ.


Checking boxes. Establishing a baseline.


Today, Tanya’s hands were empty. No clipboard. No pen. No leather-bound notebook. And no white coats at Brookfield. Tanya was wearing a bright turquoise sweater.


Really bright, practically neon. Maybe this wardrobe choice was intentional. Some kind of casual cheeriness.


“So, Julia,” Tanya said. “Tell me, why are you here?”


Julia had known this question was coming—or something like it. That morning, lying in bed, the sheet over her head like a blank canvas, she’d deliberated over how to answer. Who could she trust? Now, the whisper of her subconscious swirled to the surface: Who will understand? If this didn’t work, nothing would. She could feel pressure building under her rib cage, like a bubble bursting to be released.


“I—” she began. “I can’t explain it. I never can. I want to, it’s just so fucking hard.”


“I know,” Tanya said with a barely perceptible nod. “It’s hard to put into words.”


“It’s like . . . like the world has gone dark and I can’t control . . . anything. I can’t sleep. I can’t eat. Sometimes, it’s hard to breathe.”


Tanya was still nodding.


“At first, I tried to find ways to help myself, like these.” Julia grabbed a handful of dreadlocks. “This trich site said it might help stop the pulling. It’s not like I want to be falling apart, despite what my mom—” The pressure inside Julia’s chest moved up, increasing as it ascended. “I can’t talk to her. To anyone. It’s like people expect me to be the way I was before. But after what I’ve done—” Stop, stop there, she told herself. The pressure kept building. “I don’t care about any of it—grades, SAT scores, getting into college. This girl at school, Sara, she actually said losing a parent is good material for an essay. ‘Good material,’ that’s what she said. Literally, ‘good material.’ And my best friend, she—”


Julia heard her voice shaking as the memory surfaced. They’d been sitting in the cafeteria. Her best friend, Jess, had nodded as Sara spoke, and Julia had known she couldn’t sit there another second. She’d banged her leg on the table as she rose to leave and heard Jess murmuring comforting words—to Sara, to SARA—as Julia walked away. “Don’t worry, she’ll be okay. Just still kind of sensitive about her dad.” If only she knew. The bruise on Julia’s leg had faded about the time she stopped receiving text messages from Jess, the last one reading “I’m here but it’s hard 2 know what 2 say around u.”


“But that’s not it,” Julia said now, to Tanya. “I don’t care about them or that they don’t care about me. I just think everyone should tell the truth and stop hiding. But—” Julia sighed heavily. “That’s not it either.”


She wasn’t telling the truth herself. This wasn’t what she’d meant to say. The pressure inside wasn’t abating. It started to choke her thoughts and words. She lifted a hand to her throat.


“I can’t—”


“I know,” Tanya said softly. “It’s okay, Julia.” She paused, tilted her head. “Maybe you could tell me about when this all started.”


That, Julia could do.


Her dad. The seizures. Everything taken from him: his energy, his laugh, his dignity—at the end, his will. His vision. Death robbing him blind. Lines of poetry muddled and reinterpreted.


Please help me.


An involuntary shiver shuddered through her, and then her words spilled like a river overflowing its boundaries: losing the only person who truly saw her and loved her without limits or expectations; the guilt and loneliness and emptiness; not being able to sleep despite feeling ridiculously tired, all the time; the irresistible urge to cut herself and the temporary relief it provided; the drugs that provided only slightly more relief before making things worse, and then, trying to stop it all, the cloying, counterfeit response from her mother and the people who were supposed to care; losing herself in a world spiraling out of control; the utter hopelessness of the whole, fucking mess.


Tanya listened, her face open, nodding, an occasional “hmm, mm,” until Julia said, “the whole fucking mess,” at which point Tanya shook her head softly.


“God, I’m sorry, Julia,” she said. “You’re dealing with a lot that pretty much sucks.”


For a fraction of a second, Julia thought Tanya might actually understand: “pretty much sucks” was the only valid response.


“And yet,” Tanya said, “you’re here, in my office, struggling to hold on. You don’t want to give up. Simply being here tells me that. You’re sad and tired and lonely, but you’re here.” Tanya’s voice slowed. “Losing your dad was devastating.” She paused. “And what I’m hearing you say is you feel disconnected. People don’t understand, so you avoid them, but then you feel isolated, even numb. You want to feel something—anything—instead of nothing. You want to tell the truth. And you want to believe in something. Am I getting close?”


Closer than anyone else, Julia thought, except for the part about telling the truth. She realized she couldn’t tell the whole truth. Not now. Maybe not ever. To anyone. She pushed her hands hard across the cutting marks on her thighs, feeling relief as sensation radiated down her legs, up into her arms. She watched Tanya watching her. Nodded.


Tanya raised her own hands into a half steeple, fingertips pressing together, palms apart, almost as if in prayer. “And I want you to know,” she said, “you have something important going for you—you’re incredibly smart and self-aware. And this”—Julia watched the praying hands move apart gently as if now holding something delicate in between—“this is a huge strength.”


The hands dropped to Tanya’s lap, loosely folded.


Julia reached up to twirl her hair, expecting to encounter the bandana she’d taken to wearing, another technique prescribed on a trich site. Then she remembered bandanas were prohibited, along with her shoelaces, the drawstrings in her hoodie and joggers. All withdrawn. “It hasn’t helped much,” she said.


Tanya nodded. “I get why you’d feel that way. But here’s the thing, Julia, you came here of your own free will, which tells me you want to deal with this—how did you phrase it?—this ‘whole fucking mess.’ And I believe we can do it.” Tanya gave her a rueful half smile. “Have you heard of cognitive behavioral therapy?”


“Mm-hmm.”


Julia did not admit that, in addition to repeatedly googling pain medication contraindications and warnings, hoping for different answers, she’d developed an obsession with psychology and psychiatry on the Internet. In an effort to get past her inability to concentrate, she’d taken to rereading certain web pages—one of which was about CBT. She’d been drawn to a graphic of emotions, thoughts, and behaviors in a triad with arrows—feelings of darkness leading to not wanting to be around people, leading to loneliness and more darkness, and so on and so on. It made sense, the idea that changing the direction of the arrows might start with changing behaviors rather than focusing on “how do you feel?” and it was one of the few techniques with actual self-help parameters. Julia had even downloaded a PDF manual and left it out on her dresser with a bunch of other stuff she’d found online, hoping her mom would notice it.


But her mom had stopped coming into her room to say goodnight. Every interaction now was about medicine or index cards—forced, prescribed, contentious.


Regardless of what Laura professed, Julia was convinced her very existence caused her mother pain—because of what she’d done and what her mother hadn’t. Couldn’t.


Her mother would eventually be relieved if she were gone.


“Well, while you’re here at Brookfield,” Tanya said, “we’re going to use CBT and a few other things to work through all this. Help you find a way to think about things differently. Give you tools to regain control, so you can reengage and see that there’s good in the world. I want to be honest with you, Julia. Some of the things you’re feeling—like missing your dad—they won’t ever go away completely. But, together, we can get you out of the hole you’re in. At first, it’ll be like finding a shovel to toss some of the shit out over the top, but then, hopefully, we’ll find you a ladder, so you can climb out and start looking forward to where you want to be.”


Hopefully.


A welling up inside, a cresting wave, and then, tears.


“Can you tell me what you’re feeling?” Tanya asked.


For once, Julia had an answer to this question. “Hope scares me.”





ALL AFTERNOON, JULIA COULDN’T shake the image of herself standing in a chasm of steaming shit with a tiny plastic beach shovel like the one featured in her favorite childhood photograph—age two, plump and pot-bellied in a lavender polka-dot bathing suit, standing with one small pudgy hand in her father’s, the other clutching a pink sand shovel, a castle with twin lookout towers and a moat in front of them, clearly his design and construction. Written unevenly in the sand, “Princess Julia.”


From the recesses came another memory, more recent—lying on the family room sectional watching The Graduate with her parents. “One word: plastics,” her dad had said along with one of the male characters, like it meant something, something outside of Julia’s worldview.


“I don’t get it,” she’d said to her father. “Benjamin’s sort of a jerk, isn’t he?” Which had prompted a long conversation about the 1960s, generation gaps, the meaning of life and the malaise of youthful uncertainty, about symbolism, art, materialism, and idealism. Her father’s eyes bright, his hands gesticulating, words spilling.


Her mother had left ten minutes in, saying, “It’s just a movie, Paul.” And yet, Julia knew that for her dad, it wasn’t just a movie. She didn’t understand what it was just yet, only that it must be important, so post-Graduate, Julia decided she ought to give the movie another chance.


Her father had always encouraged her to give things another chance: pickle relish, snowboarding, The Catcher in the Rye. While he was sick, Julia had created a “Second Chance Bucket List,” a combination bargain-with-fate and a challenge to her father: if he stayed alive, she’d continue to give things another chance. But then everything had gone sideways and upside down, and then he’d died, leaving her and the list behind. She’d folded it and placed it inside her favorite childhood book. Promises notwithstanding, Julia couldn’t bear to look at the list, let alone give any of the items their second chance.


And yet, she couldn’t throw it away either.





IT HADN’T TAKEN LONG FOR HER to understand that lists were big at Brookfield. So were metrics, cards, goals, strategies, and big reveals.




3:15 pm: Process group. Stated purpose: discussion of separating self from thoughts. Psychiatric detour: Rachel redux.





Julia’s skepticism about group therapy ramped up. Certain that hearing painful story after painful story had little chance of helping her feel better about the world, she’d focused on the floor until Rachel had started to cry again, really hard.


Looking up had been a bad idea.


The immediate judgment she felt toward Rachel was as uncomfortable as Rachel herself, shifting on the molded plastic chair, head bowed, greasy dark roots reminding Julia of black oil, as if Rachel’s depression was seeping out of her head. Julia thought it possible that Rachel’s chair could break, which brought back thoughts about her own neck snapping, and she wondered how she was supposed to be responding. How is any of it helpful?


“Goddamn,” muttered a twenty-something guy Julia didn’t know as he retrieved a pack of cigarettes from his back pocket.


The social worker, Beverly, a middle-aged Black woman with a bronze-tipped halo of hair, interrupted him. “You know the rules, Brett. You can’t smoke in here. Outside only.”


A collective cleansing sigh filled the room as everyone turned away from Rachel to Brett.


Julia stared at Brett as he tapped the Marlboro box on his leg, black, white, and red against the blue fabric of his jeans. She studied the images that appeared like carved statues on his sinewy arm: a Botticelli cherub in the embrace of a Bernini archangel with a strong patrician nose and folded wings that disappeared beneath Brett’s gray t-shirt. The fingertips of Julia’s right hand dropped to her thigh, caressing an arc over the wounds on her leg, sculpting the curve of a wing.


“Just kinda tense in here,” Brett said. He glanced at Julia and took in the movement of her hand, then raised an eyebrow, smirking, as if he’d caught her doing something forbidden.


God, maybe he had.


Julia looked away, scanning the circle of faces for a safe place to land, finding Beverly.


“Julia? We didn’t hear from you this morning. Do you feel ready to share?”


Wrong landing place. Julia did not feel safe. She did not want to share. At all. For an instant, she floated up, saw the circle from above, tops of heads, Beverly’s bronze curls, Rachel’s roots—


“Start with your name and why you’re here,” Beverly said. “Maybe your goal for today and how it’s going?”


Back in her chair, Julia felt her lungs constrict. “I’m Julia.” A slow, abridged reveal. “Depression. Trich. Cutting.” She crossed her arms wrist to wrist in her lap, each hand gripping the opposite arm. “Drug overdose.”


“That last one your goal?” Brett asked. He leaned forward, an unlit cigarette perched between his lips. “My kind of girl.”


Julia found herself turning inward, hating Brett, hating Rachel, hating process group until she heard someone say “capture the light.” She looked up to see a dark-haired guy with a scruffy beard leaning in the doorway. “That’s the goal for today. Still working.”


“Sam? Can you join us?” Beverly asked. She swept her hand in the direction of an empty seat in the circle.


Sam surveyed the group. His gaze passed over Julia to Rita, reversed, and then, dead stop, his eyes locked on to Julia’s. Impossibly blue. One second. Maybe two. Before Julia could register what had happened, the door was closing, with Sam on the other side. “Not happening today, Beverly. Maybe tomorrow.”


As quickly as he had appeared, he was gone.
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“MENTAL MASTURBATION.” That’s what Laura’s stepfather, Carl, had labeled self-analysis one evening after hearing from Laura’s mother about a neighborhood kid landing in therapy. Laura had been thirteen at the time and feeling depressed and lost herself, though she never could have admitted it. Her mother and Carl rarely discussed such things, but they’d made their opinions clear—if the unexamined life might not be worth living, the over-examined one was an exercise in self-absorption. Allowing one’s emotions to run amok was pathetic, and as for dissecting dreams, rehashing childhood events, and drawing parallels between the past and the present, all of it was foolhardy at best, downright dangerous at worst.


Yet this was what Laura now had to do—all this and more—for Julia. Family therapy started in four hours, with yet another psychologist or social worker. The she-said, she-said. Julia and Laura telling the story again, with all the warts and missteps.


From the beginning, the end, somewhere in the middle.


Looking for answers.


Laura took the morning off and began the search on her own. Holding her breath, she walked past the hall bathroom and opened the door into Julia’s too-quiet bedroom.


She straightened the comforter and, lifting the pillow to fluff it, spied Julia’s cuddly, Max, a stuffed dog with floppy ears named for the main character in her favorite childhood book, Where the Wild Things Are. Laura brought the toy close, inhaled deeply and then, out of habit, placed him on top of the fluffed pillow.
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