
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ABSTRACT 

The Freshmen 

Caitlin Ruth Giddens 
 

Director: Greg Garrett, Ph.D 
 
 
 
 

This series of short stories explores the relevant issues plaguing young adults. Each 

of the characters overcome obstacles during their freshman year of college, forming a 

common bond by the conclusion. I hope these stories reexamine the young adult genre 

and show the strength of my generation. I wrote a series of short stories because I feel 

they define my generation and stories like these are too often overlooked. My dear friend, 

who was assaulted as a freshman, inspired Charlie’s story. Each of the following stories 

were based on friends’ experiences. I only hope my characters show half of the courage 

they have shown me. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
 

Toni Morrison said, “If there's a book that you want to read, but it hasn't 

been written yet, then you must write it.” 

I wrote these short stories because I feel they define my generation and 

stories like these are too often overlooked. My friend, who has know he was gay 

since elementary school, was attacked by his roommate freshman year. His 

experience inspired me to write a story about the issues that plague young adults, 

and how strong characters overcome their struggles. This thesis represents my 

college experience because the characters mirror the friends I’ve made. 

One of the most influential classes I’ve taken at Baylor University was Great 

Texts: Intellectual Traditions of the Ancient World. In this course, we discussed 

the human condition and how it relates to literature’s most epic characters. I 

learned about human traits and flaws, which helped me understand real and 

fictive people. I yearned to write about the human condition, particularly the 

traits that threaten people’s stability: obsession and fear. I knew I needed to write 

a collection of short stories that involved my friend’s experience. I felt 

compelled to tell this story. I considered writing a thesis analyzing a piece of 

fiction or researching an author. But I couldn’t ignore the call to write stories that 

defined my friends and my generation. To put it simply, I couldn’t not write 

these stories. So I identified the audience I wanted to reach –young adult readers. 

When I began writing about my friend’s experience, I created characters that 

deserved their own story. These became the six stories that comprise my thesis. 
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The main character in most of the stories is Ashley, a driven girl seeking 

perfection. I tried to lighten Ashley’s struggles, to make a character who felt 

burdened by an obsession with food and control but not overcome by anorexia. But 

I couldn’t scratch the surface with Ashley’s eating disorder. In order to show the 

full psychological and emotional effects of anorexia, I needed to delve deep into the 

character. This was not easy, as eating disorders are a sensitive subject for me, but 

creating Ashley brought me the peace and healing I craved. I had difficulty 

describing Ashley’s experience, as I struggled to narrate Charlie’s attack, but this 

meant I needed to write these stories. Ernest Hemingway, one of my inspirations, 

said, “Write hard and clear and about what hurts.” I followed Hemingway’s advice 

and wrote about the issues people shy away from: homosexuality, bullying, 

anorexia, divorce, and mental illness. These are the struggles that teach young 

adults about the world and themselves. These are the issues that challenge and grow 

character. I’ve seen gay bullying reported on the news, and read about 

schizophrenia in textbooks. But it’s easy to turn off the news and close the textbook. 

These issues are not real until a character is tied to them. 

I narrated these stories in different points of view, all third person limited, 

to show the range of effects of psychological and social issues. With different 

perspectives, I hoped to broaden the scope of the stories and mirror the 

complexity of life. I chose short stories instead of a novel because each of these 

issues and characters deserves its own story. Each part of these short stories 

stands alone, but they work together to tell a greater narrative of the tenacity of 

young adults. In Bird by Bird, Anne Lamott quoted writer Andre Dubus. He said, 
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“I love short stories because I believe they are the way we live. They are what our 

friends tell us, in their pain and joy, their passion and rage, their yearning and 

their cry against injustice” (Lamott, 47). I knew I needed to write short stories, and 

more specifically stories for the young adult audience. I believe the young adult 

genre has been misunderstood. When readers look down the young adult aisle in 

bookstores, they will find novels such as Twilight and The Hunger Games. The 

characters in this young adult fiction are rarely relatable and their problems seem 

far from reality. To reach the young adult audience, which I define as 

readers from age 15 to 25, writers must comment on the reality these readers face. 

The early college years, one of the most influential and challenging periods, is 

rarely discussed in modern fiction. Several inspiring novels discuss the college 

experience, notably This Side of Paradise by F. Scott Fitzgerald and White Noise 

by Don DeLillo. But most fiction discusses the academic world from the 

perspective of a professor, as is the case in White Noise, or looking back at 

university years, as with This Side of Paradise. I felt called to write about the 

college experience with immediacy, as this is what I find relevant for young adult 

readers. My characters are not looking back at the college years – they are living 

and learning from them, similar to my target audience. 

It is not my intention to cast overly dark characters. I planned to introduce 

hopeful characters that overcome dark realities. The four main characters, Ashley, 

Charlie, Rebecca, and Simon, bond together to find peace. Their lives do not seem 

to belong together in the beginning of the stories, as they did not choose to live 

together. But these characters are linked by their experiences. I believe it is 
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human nature for people to isolate themselves when they are hurting. Humans 

descend to their animal instinct of separating themselves to suffer in solitude. 

However, these characters cannot isolate themselves because they have been drawn 

together. While in college, I have felt hopeless in helping my friends overcome 

tribulation. I feared I would not find solutions for my own struggles. But in writing 

this thesis, I have learned that solving problems is not as important as understanding 

them. Often, helping people is impossible without first understanding them. This is 

another reason I wrote the stories in different points of view. I wanted to show that 

people often do not realize other peoples’ problems because they are blinded by 

their own. Ashley could not see Rebecca suffering throughout the first semester. 

Charlie didn’t realize Simon was schizophrenic and homophobic because of his past. 

I hope these stories inspire readers to look past the surface to uncover understanding 

and friendship. 

Grace is one of the important themes in these stories, especially in regards to 

Charlie and Simon. When Simon realizes he has been forgiven, and he wants to 

live, this shows grace. I have been influenced by the writings of Flannery 

O’Connor, who discussed grace, compassion, and other moral themes in her work. 

In “Some Aspects of the Grotesque in Southern Fiction,” O’Connor said, “It’s 

considered to be an absolute necessity these days for writers to have compassion. 

Compassion is a word that sounds good in anybody’s mouth and which no book 

jacket can do without. It is a quality which no one can put a finger on in any exact 

`critical sense, so it is always safe for anybody to use.” O’Connor justified the 

grotesque and flawed characters in her work by continuing to say, “Usually I think 
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what is meant by it [compassion] is what the writer excuses all human weakness 

because human weakness is human. The kind of hazy compassion demanded of the 

writer now makes it difficult for him to be anti-anything. Certainly when the 

grotesque is used in a legitimate way, the intellectual and moral judgments implicit 

in it will have the ascendency over feeling” (O’Connor, 2). I strive to show grace 

and compassion in these stories. I hope to show true compassion through 

displaying the “grotesque” side of people: psychological disorders and mental 

illness. These stories never mention God, but they discuss Christian values 

including forgiveness and unconditional love. 

Another one of my influences has been Anne Lamott. I have found healing 

and peace through writing these stories, as I have wrestled with understanding my 

own struggles and those of my friends. In Bird by Bird, Lamott said, “Writing and 

reading decrease our sense of isolation. They deepen and widen and expand our 

sense of life: they feed the soul. When writers make us shake our heads with the 

exactness of their prose and their truths, and even make us laugh about ourselves 

or life, our buoyancy is restored. We are given a shot at dancing with, or at least 

clapping along with, the absurdity of life, instead of being squashed by it over and 

over again. It's like singing on a boat during a terrible storm at sea. You can't stop 

the raging storm, but singing can change the hearts and spirits of the people who 

are together on that ship” (Lamott, 237). I find this quote incredibly relatable 

because writing these stories changes my heart. I created a storm for the four main 

characters, but they remained optimistic together. Their reaction to their issues, 

more than the problem itself, defines the young adults I know. 
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The thesis writing process has taught me more than discipline. I have followed my 

instinct and told relevant stories that need to be told. First, I created characters that had 

stories that needed to be told. These characters align with my college experience, as well 

as that of my friends. I have employed my characters to reflect Christian values, and thus 

deepened my appreciation for these values. It is my hope that these stories reexamine the 

young adult genre and shed light on the current struggles of my generation. I hope readers 

can relate to at least one character in these stories, and then learn from their experience. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Ashley 

 
Ashley pressed on her empty stomach and squeezed her eyes shut. A wave of 

dizziness hit her, but she knew the cure. She crawled under her bed duvet and formed a 

ball with her frail body, praying for the strength to walk to her British Literature class. 

She decided she would eat an extra slice of turkey before her Frankenstein quiz. She 

appreciated Mary Shelley’s work, but she hated the idea of swallowing the turkey and 

dragging herself to class. That would leave her eating a cheese stick for dinner. 450. That 

would be Ashley’s number at the end of the day. 

She always knew her calorie count at nighttime. This number helped her find sleep 

when she feared the hunger would swallow her whole. Her joints constantly ached and 

begged for refuge, but Ashley focused on this number and its perfection. 450 calories. 

Maybe 500 on a demanding day. Her body was hollow, but Ashley felt full knowing the 

scale would reflect her self-discipline. 

Before the obsession with numbers and calories, Ashley always had a way with 

words. She graduated from Whitehouse High School eager to learn more about words and 

writers. 

“I’m a Journalism major, English minor,” she told her new friends at Baylor, a 

private Christian school in Texas. “I love to write.” 

The obsession with numbers began Ashley’s freshman year of college. One 
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number would change Ashley’s life: 95. Pounds. 
 

Before her first semester, Ashley never thought about calories or numbers. Her 

friends described her the same way. 

“Ashley is so perfect and thin.” 
 

“She’s so lucky she doesn’t have to worry about her weight at all.” 

“She’s so perfectly tiny.” 

The descriptions ran together. Ashley came to college a comfortable size two. She 

never thought about calories or losing weight. She never deprived herself at meals. She 

danced, she ate, and then she danced again. Her thinness was as much a part of her as her 

signature smile or love to laugh. She accepted herself and knew that she was slightly 

smaller than most girls, but that was just the way she was built. 

When Ashley moved into her dorm, she couldn’t stop smiling. She organized her 

drawers perfectly, folding and refolding her clothes to comply to her OCD tendencies. A 

slick ballet bun sat at the nape of her long neck. The blonde hairdo framed her heart 

shaped face and accented her full cheeks. Even as a size two, Ashley kept the look of 

youth and softness in her face. While unpacking, she wore a teal T-shirt that made her 

eyes a deeper blue. Her almond shaped eyes always looked bright and alert, especially 

when talking about her writing. 

Ashley had met her roommate Rebecca during the summer. They lunched at an 

Italian café in Dallas, where they discussed decorating ideas over plates of spaghetti. 

They went out to an ice cream parlor afterwards, where Ashley got two scoops and 

Rebecca got one. That was the first and last time the roommates met until Rebecca 

walked into the dorm. She dropped her baskets and nodded for her friend to come inside 
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the room. The friend introduced herself as Olivia. She wasn’t an ugly girl, but she wasn’t 

pretty either. Her hips curved violently from her waist and her hair was an ambiguous 

shade of reddish brown. 

“Hey Olivia, this is my roommate Ashley.” 

She stared at Ashley a minute too long. 

“Aren’t you a tiny thing,” Olivia said with a hint of bitterness. 
 

The air felt tighter from the sudden tension. Ashley laughed the comment off and 

said she was running to the cafeteria to get a sandwich. It wasn’t the first time a girl 

mentioned her size. Ashley knew how to brush it off her petite shoulders. 

“As if you eat sandwiches, little girl,” Olivia scoffed. 

Ashley flinched and sat silently, unsure what to say. 

“I need to fuel up after moving all these boxes,” she finally muttered. 

“Sure. I’m sorry. If you want to splurge and get a sandwich then go ahead.” Ashley 

had never heard the words sandwich and splurge tied together. She offered 

Olivia a smile and invited her downstairs. Rebecca, who had been silent, seemed eager. 

She glanced at Ashley then Olivia, grimacing at the tension in their tiny 12 ' by 12 ' dorm. 

“Sure, I’m starving,” Rebecca said. “I only ate a yogurt for breakfast.” 

“I skipped breakfast,” Olivia volunteered. 

Ashley hadn’t asked what they had eaten for breakfast. She didn’t care. It was just 

food. 

“What’d you eat today?” Olivia asked. 
 

Ashley looked at her, deciding whether she was serious. She raised her eyebrows, 

implying she was. Ashley tried to remember what she had eaten for breakfast. She 
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typically forgot by lunchtime. 
 

“Oh. Just toast with peanut butter.” 
 

“Peanut butter?” Olivia asked.  “Well let’s see if they have salad downstairs. 

Have you ever heard of the freshman 15? I’m not gaining that weight.” 

Ashley had heard of the freshman 15. But she didn’t plan on binge drinking and 

she regularly exercised. She wasn’t concerned about the weight gain. When the girls 

walked in the cafeteria, she made a plate of salad and mashed potatoes. 

“Those potatoes totally counteract the salad,” Olivia told her, eyeing Ashley as 

she took a dainty bite. Olivia’s eyes grew narrower, forming slits beneath her thin 

eyebrows. 

Ashley paused, collected herself, and replied. 
 

“They’re so good, though. Mashed potatoes are my favorite food.” 
 

“I really don’t know how you’re so skinny,” Olivia said. “There must be 400 

calories in those potatoes.” 

“How do you know that?” Ashley asked. 
 

“I know the calorie content of nearly everything,” Olivia said. “Most girls do.” 

“I don’t,” Rebecca said. She looked ashamed. Ashley could tell she was 

embarrassed by her friend’s fixation on food. Rebecca stared at her veggie wrap, and then 

removed the cheese with a disgusted face. She brushed her curly brunette hair away from 

her thin face and smiled. Rebecca stood at 5 foot 7 and probably wore a size four. Her 

face featured a strong jaw. Examining her roommate, Ashley wished her face wasn’t so 

soft. Her mom always pinched Ashley’s full cheeks, saying she loved them. But Ashley 

felt self- conscious when she looked at Rebecca. 

10 
 
 

  



Ashley peered down at her plate. She remembered that her sister often removed 

the cheese from her salads, so she dusted off the cheddar and took a bite. The salad felt 

lighter without the cheese on top. It was less flavorful, but Ashley couldn’t tell if she 

swallowed quickly. Olivia smiled at her, as if she’d gained her approval. Rebecca sat in 

silence. 

The next night, Ashley ate with Olivia and Rebecca again. Ashley wanted to eat 

with her roommate, but Olivia joined them. There was no invitation. Ashley prepared a 

salad but she craved something heartier. She still felt hungry after finishing the plate so 

she considered grabbing a cookie on the way out. But Olivia was watching, so she picked 

up an apple instead. 

“Look at you being healthy,” Rebecca offered. 
 

Rebecca smiled, seeming sincere. Ashley thanked her with a grin; feeling grateful 

she was Rebecca’s roommate and not Olivia’s. 

“You’ll be down a dress size in no time,” Olivia said. “No freshman 15 for you.” 

Ashley stopped walking and stared at Olivia. She didn’t want to drop a dress size. 

That would leave her at a size zero. Zero meant nothing. Ashley didn’t want to be nothing. 

She needed substance to think and write. 

“That’s not my goal.” 
 

“Well then maybe your face will thin out,” Olivia whispered. 

Ashley looked away to avoid Olivia’s gaze. 

Within the week, Ashley decided to cut out carbs. She just wanted to give it a try. 

Her jeans hung looser after a few days, and she felt more energetic. 

“I feel less weighed down,” Ashley told her sister on the phone. “I can run and 
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study so much better. I’ve been making great grades and I know it’s because of all this 

clean eating.” 

Her sister Michelle didn’t say much, but it didn’t bother Ashley. She could 

imagine Michelle sitting at her dining room table, drumming her fingers and waiting for 

her sister to hang up the phone. Michelle couldn’t see how different Ashley looked. 

When she looked in the mirror, Ashley’s eyes looked wider, her stomach felt 

flatter, even her signature smile looked brighter. She had evolved into the best version of 

herself. And she could look better. 

“Well, how are your classes?” Michelle asked. 
 

“They’re great. I want to take nutrition next semester and another physical 

education class.” 

When Michelle was in high school, she was constantly on a diet. Then when 

Michelle was in college, her mom worried about her freshman 15. She lost the weight by 

second semester. Ashley knew her mom didn’t worry about her other daughter gaining 

weight. She would be impressed when Ashley came home for Christmas. She would see 

her daughter had gained discipline. 

A few weeks after counting calories, Ashley began discussing diets with her new 

friends. Rebecca seemed uninterested, usually avoiding Ashley’s eye contact. She was 

constantly on the phone with her mom. 

Rebecca should try harder to be Ashley’s friend. 
 

“If you want to lose any more weight, you should run more,” Olivia suggested. 

Ashley didn’t understand why Olivia felt compelled to advise her, as this girl 
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wasn’t particularly thin. Ashley had earned the nickname “health nut” among her friends. 

All her friends knew Ashley would be found in the salad line, stocking up on the 

cafeteria’s vegetables. Sometimes her stomach would ache from eating only vegetables, 

but she ignored the cramps. The dieting paid off because Ashley was down to a size zero 

in shorts. Ashley refused to buy any pants that weren’t a size zero. She followed Olivia’s 

advice and ran each night. She’d feel her hipbones afterward. The more she ran, the more 

she could feel her hips. She convinced herself to buy a scale the first week of October. 

The purchase was her reward for doing well on the second series of exams. 
 

“I don’t think about food too much,” Ashley lied to her friends. “I don’t weigh 

every day. Just once a week.” 

“That’s not too often,” Olivia assured her. “That’s completely healthy.” 

Rebecca said nothing. She rarely ate with Ashley and Olivia again. Rebecca 

called her mom every night, stepping out in the hallway each time. Sometimes their 

conversation would run for hours. 

In late October, Ashley ate 1,200 calories a day and ran two miles each night. She 

thought more clearly, and maintained A’s in all of her classes. She saw her friends go out 

for Whataburger after binge drinking, but she never went. When they asked her why she 

didn’t come, she said her stomach hurt. The thought of eating French fries smothered in 

ketchup made her nervous and short of breath. She pictured Olivia sitting there with her 

judgmental look, and Rebecca with her pretty face and strong jaw. Ashley shuddered at 

the image and always refused the invitation. Instead of going out on the weekends, she 

would go to bed early or clean the dorm room. 
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Ashley’s mom called when she saw a picture of her on Facebook, saying Ashley 

was nowhere near the freshman 15. Ashley laughed. She said she had been running every 

day. 

“Are you making friends?” her mom asked. 
 

Ashley paused. She thought of the girl she saw most, Olivia. She would hardly 
 

call her a friend, but she never saw Rebecca. She realized her roommate was avoiding her. 

They greeted each other between classes, but that was the extent of their friendship. But 

Ashley told herself it was because Rebecca was a pre-med student. It couldn’t be 

Ashley’s fault. 
 

“All my friends are gaining weight,” Ashley heard herself say. “They’re probably 

jealous of me.” 

The dieting was taking a toll on Ashley’s stomach. She had missed class twice 

last week because of stomach cramps. One November morning, she went to the school 

clinic to get medicine. 

“When was your last menstrual cycle?” the nurse asked Ashley. She stared at her 

until Ashley finally responded. 

“I think early October.” Her voice sounded distant, even to her. 
 

Horrified, Ashley looked around the room for a calendar. All she saw was white 

walls and a scale outside the doorway. She couldn’t remember the date. 

“What day is it?” Ashley asked the nurse. 

“November 29.” 

Ashley hadn’t realized she missed her last period. It should have been before 
 

Thanksgiving, but she was too concerned about overeating to think about it. Ashley told 
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her mom she had stomach cramps the morning of Thanksgiving. She stayed in bed all day, 

and when her mom brought her mashed potatoes, she promptly dumped the plate in the 

trashcan. Her mom seemed pleased when she saw the empty plate. 

“You’ve always loved mashed potatoes,” she said brushing her daughter’s 

forehead. “You’ve lost some weight, Ashley. Make sure you don’t lose more.” 

Ashley got away with it. Thanksgiving was a challenge she’d overcome with self- 

discipline. She may have missed a period, but at least she hadn’t spoiled her perfection 

with holiday weight gain. 

“Oh wait,” she told the nurse. “My period was at the end of October.” 

The nurse nodded and led Ashley to the hallway to use the scale. 

She weighed 112 pounds. Eight pounds less than when she came to the Baylor 

clinic in August. Eight pounds looked like more on her 5 foot 3 frame. But Ashley stared 

at the number, knowing she was 110 on her own scale that morning. That was without 

eating breakfast. 

“You’re tiny,” the nurse told Ashley with a wink. 
 

She smiled at the compliment, telling herself she’d eat 800 calories for a few days 

to get the number lower. Then she’d be tiny. Rebecca and Olivia could never be that size. 

“The number should have been 110,” she thought. “110 is my number. It’s a 

perfect number.” 

The nurse told Ashley she wasn’t sure why she had stomach cramps and advised 

her to drink Sprite next time she felt sick. But Ashley didn’t want to sacrifice 200 calories 

to enjoy a Sprite, as that would cut into her daily count. 

“It’s probably just stress,” the nurse said. 
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“I’m not stressed. I have everything under control.” 
 

The nurse flinched at Ashley’s harsh tone. Ashley could feel herself growing 

harsher each time she spoke to friends. And when she looked in the mirror, she saw dark 

circles under her eyes couldn’t be excused by lack of sleep. The past few weeks, Ashley 

suffered from “stress-induced” insomnia. But deep inside, Ashley saw what she was 

doing to herself. She knew that there had been days that she only consumed 800 calories, 

which wasn’t healthy. She could feel her joints aching and begging her for nourishment. 

But she ignored the symptoms. She focused on the new mission: hiding her worsening 

problem. 

Olivia began following Rebecca’s lead in avoiding Ashley. She heard them 

talking in hushed tones about her, but they were probably jealous. In August, Rebecca 

looked so long and lean standing next to Ashley. Now she looked curvy next to Ashley’s 

petite frame. And Olivia could never be as thin as Ashley was. 

Ashley weighed herself two to three times a day in December, usually when 

Rebecca left the room. She would quickly strip down and step on the scale, the cold metal 

stinging her bony feet. She wrote down every morsel that she consumed, and then hid the 

journal deep inside her backpack. When friends invited Ashley to eat lunch downstairs, 

she complained about upcoming quizzes. She’d wait until the lunch crowd had 

disappeared, and then she would creep down the stairs and fill a to go box with spinach, 

green olives, apple slices, and a few slices of turkey. No cheese. No dressing. Once 

Rebecca saw Ashley fill a box with spinach. She told her she was using a meal card to get 

some vegetables. It was just a snack. 

She knew she should be embarrassed, especially with the way Rebecca looked at 
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Ashley’s slight figure. Judgment was in her eyes. But Ashley was secretly proud of how 

little she ate. She could survive and thrive in demanding classes, and on 500 to 1,000 

calories a day. Not just anyone could do that. Ashley ran three miles each night after 

eating vegetables. She told herself a lower number on the scale qualified as a daily 

accomplishment. Friends seemed concerned and occasionally asked what Ashley’s 

“skinny secret” was. She smiled, thinking that if this was a competition among her 

friends, then she was surely winning. 

One day, a boy named Adam asked Ashley to get ice cream after class. He had 

been in her English class all semester, but Ashley never noticed him. It took all her effort 

to focus on the professor and ignore her thoughts of food. Adam was cute, possessing that 

rare mix of boyish charm and manly handsomeness. She liked looking at his eyes, soft 

and hazel. But Ashley didn’t have the energy to date right now. 
 

“Oh, okay,” Adam said when Ashley shook her head. “There’s a new ice cream 

place by campus. You should try it out.” 

Ashley smiled politely. 
 

“What’s your favorite kind?” Adam asked. He brushed his hands through his 

brunette hair. The smile never left his face. 

“What?” 
 

“What’s your favorite kind of ice cream?” Adam said. He leaned in closer. Ashley 

pulled back. “Let me guess. Cookie dough?” 

Ashley shrugged her shoulders. 

“I don’t know.” 

Adam laughed and looked down. Ashley released a wide grin. 
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Ashley closed her eyes and tried to recall what ice cream tasted like. She couldn’t 

remember. She rubbed her cheeks, remembering she hated the way they looked when she 

smiled that big. 

During finals, Ashley lost three pounds in one week. She rarely ate more than 500 

calories. 102 pounds. That was her new number. She knew she should feel content and 

satisfied with this new identity, but she yearned for more. The number that she saw each 

morning, the blinking digits that defined her days could be lower. Ashley could be 

thinner - better. 
 

People reacted differently to Ashley, and she realized it. A look of worry and 

confusion crossed her friends’ faces, especially if she wore a lower blouse. Now her 

clavicle protruded at an unattractive angle. Ashley looked paler and lacked any muscle 

definition in her arms or legs. Rebecca told Ashley several times that she’d lost too much 

weight and needed to eat more, but she ignored her. She had finally gained Olivia’s 

approval. 

“If you lose any more weight, you’re going to disappear,” Olivia told Ashley. 

“I need to run more,” Ashley said in response. “Christmas is next week and I 

want to look good when I see high school friends.” 
 

Ashley had watched other freshmen pack on pounds, evidence of their late night 

snacking and dismal discipline. She loathed the sight of fatty foods and felt no temptation 

for them. She hated anything that would spoil her perfection. The smell of bread made 

her nervous. The dessert line in the cafeteria disgusted her. Each time her stomach 

growled and begged for more nutrients, she knew she’d earned the right to feel perfect. 

Rebecca barely spoke to Ashley, and they never ate together. 
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“I couldn’t look at myself in the mirror if I knew I was gaining weight,” Ashley 

told Michelle on the phone. “All everyone does is eat.” 

Her sister answered with silence, so Ashley assumed she was jealous. Ashley 

could barely fit into a size zero. Everyone wanted to look like her. 

“You should give mom a call,” Michelle said. “She is worried about you. She 

thinks you’re stressed and dieting too much.” 

“Do you think that?” Ashley asked. 
 

“I haven’t seen you since Thanksgiving. If you’ve lost weight since then, you’d 

be too skinny. Just be careful.” 

Ashley avoided calling her mom, as she usually hung up feeling anxious. She 

hated feeling nervous because it made her eat more at the next meal. Her mom said 

Ashley’s voice sounded strained, and she needed to eat more. But Ashley replied that she 

was eating plenty, and then pointed to her grades as proof. Ashley aced her philosophy, 

which she attributed to her clean eating. Her mom seemed to accept the explanation. 

“I’m ready for you to come home for Christmas,” her mom said after a deep 

breath. “You always love our sugar cookies and apple cider.” 

Ashley sighed. Everyone obsessed on food during Christmas. She hung up and 

looked at the mirror. Rebecca stood in the doorway. She watched Ashley stare at herself 

for a moment. Then Rebecca looked away and closed the door. 

Ashley smiled a closed-mouth grin. She placed her dainty hands on the mirror, 

admiring her protrusive veins and tiny wrists. Rebecca, once so perfect, could never 

compete with her. Ashley went downstairs to study for her British Literature class. She 

was one A away from a 4.0. Perfection. 
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She sat on a giant leather couch in the study room, reading Things Fall Apart and 

enjoying how petite she felt swallowed by the cushions. 100, she told herself. 100 pounds. 

That’s a perfect score on a test. It’s perfect. She knew she would do well on her final in 

the morning. But the words were not making sense. The familiar feeling of a migraine 

crept into Ashley’s temples. She took some ibuprofen and ignored the symptoms. But she 

couldn’t recall what she was reading. Chinua Achebe never made sense. 

“I need caffeine,” Ashley said aloud. “I just need espresso.” She didn’t care that 

she was talking aloud in an empty room. 

She wandered to the parking garage and looked for her black Camry in her usual 

parking space. But she couldn’t find it and she wasn’t sure where she’d parked. She tried 

to recall the last time she drove her car. But she couldn’t remember. She pressed the 

alarm on her keys, but she didn’t hear anything in the garage. Ashley had no idea where 

her car could be. The migraine must have stolen her sense of reason. She pivoted to walk 

toward the dorm. The building seemed far away, making Ashley feel weaker. Ashley 

couldn’t make it back to the dorm. She blamed her sudden exhaustion on the migraine. 

Her stomach churned and Ashley pressed herself against the side of a car to steady 

herself. A flash of bright lights blinded her and Ashley looked up like a wounded deer. 

“Ashley?” Rebecca asked from inside her Tahoe. “Are you okay?” 
 

Ashley collapsed into a ball beside the strange car. She wasn’t sure how Rebecca 

had found her. She hid her face behind her bony knees, hoping Rebecca would leave her 

alone. She begged for Rebecca to go away. 
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Rebecca parked her car and walked over to her roommate. In a meek voice, 

Ashley explained she couldn’t find her car. Rebecca asked Ashley what she had eaten 

that day. 

“400 calories,” Ashley answered. 
 

That was the last thing Ashley remembered before she fainted. She felt the cool 

pavement on her skin. Then darkness. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Charlie 

 
Charlie never noticed Simon’s eyes looking like charcoal. He always compared 

them to burnt espresso. Not pure black pebbles in his head. 

But as Simon stood over Charlie with his fists covered in fresh blood, his eyes 

looked like dark holes. Charlie couldn’t see clearly, proof of the concussion from 

Simon’s blows. Their dorm room crashed into Charlie and swallowed him whole. Simon 

smiled while punching him in the gut. His eyes narrowed in on Charlie before releasing 

one final blow to his stomach. 

Then all Charlie saw was blackness followed by peace. He had forgotten how it 

felt to be calm. Charlie heard Simon call him a fag again, this time in a far and fading 

voice. Charlie exhaled to feel alive. 

He needed to know he was alive. 
 

It had been a typical afternoon at Southern Methodist University. Charlie sat at his 

dorm desk finishing his Italian homework and listening to Beethoven’s "Moonlight 

Sonata.” Charlie didn’t mind Italian homework because it offered him an escape. He 

enjoyed thinking of living in exotic places, conversing in a different language, and 

forgetting how alone he felt in his dorm room. In his roommate’s absence, the 12 ' by 12 ' 

room felt livable: no Metallica playing, no demeaning questions about Charlie’s 

homosexuality, no complaints about the close-mindedness of their conservative 

university. In Simon’s absence, Charlie felt like himself. He would get dressed without 
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any ridicule from his roommate. That afternoon he wore an argyle sweater and khakis 

with oxford shoes. The sweater’s oxblood hues deepened his cocoa-colored skin. 

Most days, Simon wore his hair in a greasy black ponytail to express his apathy 

and rebellion. He rarely showered, producing a toxic musk that nauseated Charlie. Simon 

hated most things, but he hated gay people the most. A few times, Simon told Charlie he 

didn’t mind gay people, as if it was a vegetable he would eat because it was there. He 

said he didn’t understand homosexuality, so he asked Charlie questions. Then the daily 

interrogations began. When Simon asked Charlie how he could find men attractive, 

Charlie knew what he wanted to ask. All straight guys have the same fear when living 

with gay guys. 

“You’re not my type, Simon,” Charlie said. 
 

Simon acted like gay guys were a dangerous and ticking bomb ready to explode. 

Charlie hated the way Simon looked at him -- like he was a disease Simon might contract. 

Charlie had never known anyone facing depression, but he thought this is what it looked 

like. Simon rarely slept a full night and seemed to hate everything. Charlie knew he 

should help him, but Simon’s anger blocked him. 
 

Charlie thought he had escaped judgment when he graduated from Whitehouse 

High School in Texas. Being the only black family in town was difficult enough. Charlie 

realized he was gay when he was in the fifth grade, but he didn’t tell anyone until his 

senior year. Anyone could have guessed if they studied the way Charlie admired women 

in magazines. He loved looking at women on the glossy pages, but not the same way as 

straight boys. He studied them like an art dealer observes a portrait. He thought his best 

friend Ashley looked like a painting, the way her blonde hair and sincere smile 
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illuminated a room. Charlie was drawn by her sweetness and delicate curves, but not in a 

sexual way. 

Charlie adored the softness women possessed and the frailty of their figures. He 

especially appreciated foreign women. He loved anything that contrasted to his 

hometown, his past, and everything he knew he hated. He graduated top in class so he 

could attend a private university and make his parents proud. When SMU, a small 

Christian college, offered him a full ride, he saw that as an invitation to a new life. The 

school was still in Texas, but Dallas seemed more open-minded than rural East Texas. 

He hoped. 
 

Charlie’s dreams for freshman year may have been unrealistic, as he tended to 

romanticize leaving Whitehouse. But he assumed he would befriend Simon, his potluck 

roommate from Austin, because making friends was never a problem for Charlie. The 

problem lay in keeping their friendship. None of his friends asked Charlie if he was 

homosexual, but he knew they suspected. He only confided in Ashley one night on a 

Whitehouse school bus. That was the beginning of a new, more honest life. 

“I’m gay,” Charlie whispered. He could feel tears in his eyes, then he felt relief 

wave over him. He said the words carefully and thoughtfully, the same way he said most 

things. 

Ashley didn’t say much. She held his hand in hers and nodded. She brushed her 

fingers across his knuckles and placed her head on his familiar shoulder, the same 

shoulder that had provided her comfort after break ups and girlish fights. 

“This doesn’t change a thing,” she said. 

Then silence. 
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Neither of them said anything for the rest of the bus ride. They just watched the 

cars through the bus window. Ashley rubbed Charlie’s hands until she fell asleep in his 

shoulder. 

He slept in perfect peace, his reflection visible in the bus window. He had a look 

of relief on his black face, his lips turned in a slight smile. His black hair was short, but 

long enough to curl at the ends. His scruffy beginnings of a beard outlined his strong 

square jaw, making him appear older than he was. 

The familiar lights of Whitehouse High School gleamed inside the bus, waking 

the weary passengers. The couple in front of Charlie snuck a kiss. Ashley offered Charlie 

a smile, remaining silent in their shared moment. Charlie brushed Ashley’s hair from her 

face and kissed her on the forehead. He felt the stares from their peers, but he ignored the 

adolescent assumptions. There were rumors that the two friends were hooking up, but 

Charlie didn’t care. He didn’t care about anything when he was with Ashley. 

Charlie knew he couldn’t confide in everyone the way he could with his best 

friend. When he told his dad, he walked out of the front door. It was the day of Charlie’s 

high school graduation. The June air felt promising and encouraged Charlie to reveal his 

secret. He thought his dad would understand. 

“Dad, I think I’m gay,” he told him. 

His dad looked at him. 

“No you’re not.” 
 

Charlie sighed. He had half expected this reaction. 

“I know I am. I’ve known since fifth grade.” 

Then his dad left for the night, muttering profanity under his breath. Charlie was 
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still wearing his maroon graduation gown. 
 

When Charlie left for college, his dad was barely speaking to him. He didn’t hug 

him goodbye. He told him to call his mother at least once a week. 

“Take care of yourself, son,” his dad said. 
 

Charlie didn’t say anything. He nodded and opened the car door. Two hours later, 

Charlie drove up to SMU feeling certain Dallas would be better. Anywhere would be 

better than his hometown. 

In the main quadrangle of SMU, a fountain overlooked the campus. An ornate 

building with white columns faced the fountain, opposite of where Charlie’s dorm stood. 

He parked his 2009 Jetta in the parking garage, between a Lexus and Buick. Charlie 

swallowed hard, taking in his surroundings. He remembered what Ashley told him before 

leaving: “SMU is known as a playground for the white and privileged.” 

Now Charlie understood. He walked up the stairs counting the number of Sperry 

shoes and Polo shirts. 13 by the time Charlie reached his dorm room door. 

He opened the door to find a different stereotype: the angsty teenager listening to 
 

Ozzy Osbourne. “Diary of a Madman.” Simon looked up at him and nodded. 

“Wassup.” 

“Hey. I’m Charlie.” 

“Ya. I’m Simon.” 

Then Simon grabbed his backpack and walked out the door. Charlie couldn’t 

disguise his shock at Simon’s abruptness. He carefully unloaded his shirts and shoes, 

ignoring the disaster on Simon’s side of the room. When he returned, Charlie attempted a 

conversation. 

26 
 
 

  



“So I got some snacks and stuff if you ever want any,” he said. 

“I’m solid,” Simon answered. “Thanks.” 

Their longest conversation was two weeks later. Simon avoided Charlie between 

classes and disappeared at night. 

“Where did you go last night?” Charlie asked once. 
 

“Don’t worry about it,” Simon muttered. Then he looked at Charlie. “I can’t sleep 

so sometimes I walk.” 

“Okay. Just be careful.” 
 

Simon narrowed his eyes at Charlie then his face relaxed. 

“Yeah. Thanks.” 

Charlie decided to come out to Simon to avoid a confrontation later. Part of him 

wanted to get a reaction out of Simon. Charlie wanted to see Simon’s emotions, even if 

they were anger. He needed to know his roommate wasn’t a zombie. 

Charlie inhaled and recited his speech. 
 

“I’m gay. I’ve known for a while, and thought you should know.” 
 

Once the words came from Charlie’s mouth, Simon fell silent and left the dorm. 

Charlie stood in the empty room, now full of silence and shame. He could hear laughter 

and music from the rooms next door, echoing off the walls. Simon returned a few hours 

later with a new package of Hanes T-shirts. He always slept in one of those shirts, and he 

sprinted to the shower when he thought Charlie was still asleep. That was on the rare 

occasion that Simon showered. For a few weeks, Simon never mentioned their 

conversation again. Charlie assumed he had adjusted to the idea of having a gay 

roommate, and was now acclimating to college life. Then the questions came, and 
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Charlie’s gayness became their only topic of conversation. 

“What’s your type?” 

“How did you know you were gay?” 

“Have you had gay sex?” 

“Have you kissed a man?” 

“Do you watch gay porn?” 

“Does you family know?” 

At first, Charlie calmly answered each question. He didn’t resent Simon’s 

interest; he just thought it was odd he was so curious about homosexuality. Most straight 

guys just pushed the subject to the side, where it couldn’t intimidate them. Sometimes 

Charlie would lighten the mood by responding with his own questions. 

“What’s your type of girl?” 
 

“Have you had straight sex? What’s it like?” 
 

Simon didn’t laugh. Or smile. He slammed his books down and cranked up his 

heavy metal music. Every band sounded the same to Charlie. 

Then Charlie tried to ask about Simon’s family. 

“Do you have any siblings?” 

“I had a brother,” Simon answered. He looked down at his fists. Charlie wanted to 

ask about the use of past tense, but decided against it. Simon muttered to himself and 

walked out the door. 

Although they shared a room, Charlie and Simon led polar opposite lives. Charlie 

spent hours with new friends, talking about the future like only college freshmen could. 
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He never missed a class, deciding to major in international marketing and minor in Italian. 

Charlie dressed in a button up shirt and slacks for each class, even on test days.  His 

professors enjoyed Charlie’s thoughtful remarks, and he made all A’s on the first series 

of tests in October. College seemed to come naturally to Charlie. 
 

He suspected Simon was on drugs, as the stench of pot covered Simon’s clothes. That 

would explain why Simon cut class and sat in his desk chair for hours. 

 “Do you know what you want to major in?” Charlie asked Simon. He looked at 

Charlie with a blank expression. 

  “Not really.” 

 Simon stared at the wall. Charlie left the room to call his mom. “Things couldn’t 

be going better,” Charlie told her. 

 “How is your roommate?” 

 “We don’t have much in common,” Charlie said. “Is dad there?” His mom sighed 

into the receiver. 

 “He can’t talk right now.” 

 Charlie said he understood and hung up the phone. He looked over at Simon 

listening to his Beats headphones. They looked ridiculous over his stringy black hair. 

At first, Simon was always gone. Then he rarely left the room. He played World of 

Warcraft at night and slept during the day. Simon needed a good shower. Charlie knew 

Simon needed a friend. When Charlie invited him to parties, Simon acted insulted by the 

offer. His words grew harsher each day. 

“Is it a gay bar?” 
 

“No, Simon. Just a bar.” 
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“Then why are you going?” Simon asked. “What’s the point?” 

Charlie lifted his chin. He could ask questions, also. 

“Are you asking a question or just talking to yourself again, Simon?” 
 

Simon grunted and put his headphones over his ears. Charlie looked down and 
 

smiled. 
 

By mid-term season, a sophomore named Jack had caught Charlie’s attention. 

He was in Charlie’s Italian class. Jack was from California, evident through his tanned 

skin and fair hair. He stood over 6 foot tall, six inches above Charlie. 

They spent hours together practicing Italian, and only rarely talked about their 

preference for men. Their homosexuality was a common link, not the reason they enjoyed 

each other. They sat together in the quad, a cool autumn breeze setting the rhythm of their 

conversation. The campus bells rang softly in the background, but nothing could interrupt 

their words. 

“I’ve only told three people,” Charlie whispered in the quad one night. “Some 

people don’t deserve to know that much about you.” 

Charlie didn’t say anything. There was too much to say. He let the silence sit 

between them. The breeze tousled Jack’s blond hair. Charlie took deep breaths, trying to 

memorize everything about this moment. 

“Have you told your roommate?” Jack asked. 

“Yeah,” Charlie answered. “He’s a weird guy. I can’t figure him out.” 

Simon’s temper flared as the semester progressed. One night, he was sitting on his 

bed in a dingy Hanes T-shirt as Charlie studied. Simon stood up and stared down at 

Charlie. 
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“It’s just because you’re both gay in a Christian school,” Simon said. 

Charlie realized he was talking about Jack. 

“Gay guys don’t even have a type,” he continued. “They just have to be gay too.” 

Charlie clenched his fists in fury, nearly breaking the pencil he held. Simon didn’t 

deserve an explanation. Jack was right - some people don’t deserve to know that much 

about you. 

“Have you met any cute girls?” Charlie asked to ease the tension in the room. 

“I hate girls. Not as much as you do. But I just think they’re foolish.” 

“I don’t hate girls.” 
 

“You don’t hate anybody.” 
 

“I hate hateful people,” Charlie said. 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“I’m not like you. I don’t hate everything.” 
 

Simon cringed. Then he scoffed and walked out of the room. 
 

Charlie made final efforts to befriend Simon, mostly out of pity. Simon seemed 

to be friendless. But he rejected Charlie. So Charlie focused on his new friends, the ones 

that accepted him. Finally, his friends knew who he was. And they appreciated him. He 

tried calling Ashley, but she rarely answered. Charlie missed her, but knew they would 

see each other over Christmas break. 

One evening in November, Charlie enjoyed a quiet room without Simon. Charlie 

wasn’t forced to explain himself. He was just himself. And that was enough. He listened 

to Beethoven and wrote his Italian essay. He thought of Jack and how he wished he could 

bring him home for Thanksgiving. Jack never wore Sperry’s, and Charlie loved that 
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about him. He was unlike any other guy at SMU. He was unlike anyone he had ever met. 

Charlie grabbed his wallet to buy a cup of coffee. Simon came in, slammed the door, and 

stood over Charlie. His breath smelled foul, like stale chips and whiskey. He was 

breathing heavy like he’d run a marathon. Charlie couldn’t look at his eyes because their 

darkness made his stomach churn. 

“Alex, that jerk down the hall, thinks I’m gay because you are,” Simon said. 

Charlie couldn’t respond. If he could, he would have said he barely knew Alex. 

He’d only talked to him once or twice. Simon didn’t give him the chance to reply. He 

grabbed Charlie’s shoulders and threw him to the floor. Papers flew across the dorm, and 

the room blurred. Charlie could still hear Beethoven from the floor, a sick soundtrack to 

the beating he knew was coming. Charlie felt a swift kick to the chest, and then he 

stopped feeling. 

After a semester of feeling kicked by Simon, he quit feeling. 
 

The next day, Charlie woke up in the hospital. His bed sheets were white and smelled like 

disinfectant. The nurse said he had suffered a minor concussion, a fractured rib, and a 

broken wrist. 

Those were Charlie’s external wounds. 
 

“I need to talk to Simon,” Charlie told the nurse. 

She looked at him, her forehead wrinkling. 

“The boy who did this?” she asked after a long pause. 

“Simon,” Charlie corrected. “Where is he?” 

“He’s talking to the police,” she said. 
 

Simon never came in the room. He left SMU at the end of the week. Charlie 
 

32 
 
 

  



returned to his classes the day after the incident. He called Ashley to tell her he’d decided 

to transfer after Christmas. He wasn’t sure where he would be next semester. But for 

once, Charlie couldn’t wait to go back to Whitehouse. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Ashley 

 
She awoke to the suffocating smell of butter. Ashley inhaled to detect the butter’s 

companion, mashed potatoes. She remembered the smell, but vaguely. The aroma was 

like a distant, blurry dream she’d suppressed. 

Then she heard her mother’s voice from outside of the door, and eyed the room. 

Ashley saw a green and gold Baylor banner, indicating she was still at school. But the 

smells and sounds felt like home. A nurse walked in to offer Ashley a sympathetic smile 

while checking her blood pressure. 

“Good morning, sweet girl,” the nurse said. “We’re glad you got some rest.” 

Ashley wasn’t in the mood to act cordially. She felt too tired and cold. She stared 

at the nurse. Ashley wondered what she was hiding beneath her scrubs. She pictured a 

soft body devoid of any muscle or tone. Ashley cringed. 

“Who is we?” 
 

The nurse paused, and then collected a casserole dish from the nightstand. 
 

“Your roommate brought you into the school clinic last night. And your mom is 

here. She brought mashed potatoes. They’re your favorite I heard.” 

Ashley didn’t attempt to hide her disgust. She turned over, pulling the white duvet 

over her face. She felt something cold on her face, then realized it was her hand. It felt 

icy and frail, like her grandmother’s hands. The veins rose out of her pale skin like 
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mountains snaking over her hand. She didn’t recognize her own hands. Ashley pulled the 

duvet hard against her, inhaling hard and fast. The smell of butter hit her again, churning 

her stomach. 

“Baby girl,” she heard. 
 

It was her mom’s voice. But Ashley didn’t pull down the duvet. She couldn’t face 

her. Ashley brushed her cold hand over stomach, feeling her ribs beneath her sweater. 

She felt hollow, but also full of shame. For the first time, Ashley hated her thin body. She 

knew she looked different than she did months ago and she hated it. She yearned for her 

healthy weight, her flushed cheeks, and her round face. 

Her mom pulled down the duvet, and placed her hands on Ashley’s cold face. 

Warmth rushed through her skin, and Ashley nudged her chin into her mom’s hands. She 

raised her head to see her mom’s eyes, watery and tired. Ashley had never seen her 

mom’s eyes look this concerned. She closed her eyes to avoid her mom’s gaze. Tears fell 

down her cheek, hot and quick. Ashley took a heavy breath to stop the tears, but the smell 

of butter hit her again and she couldn’t stop crying. The nurse left the room. Ashley’s 

mom sat on her bed, brushing her face with warm hands until her daughter could breathe 

normally again. 

“I’m so sorry,” Ashley finally whispered. 

“I am too, Ashley. I should have known.” 

The tears came again. They sat together in silence for an hour. Ashley asked to 

see Rebecca, who waited outside the room. The girl walked in, looking scattered and 

solemn. Rebecca’s hair seemed darker and her skin appeared paler. Freckles spread 

across her porcelain face. Rebecca smiled at Ashley’s mother and avoided her eye 
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contact. 
 

Cold, hard cement. That was the last thing Ashley remembered before waking up 

and seeing the white room. The whiteness felt blinding. Slowly, Ashley pieced together 

the past. Rebecca must have taken her to the clinic after she fainted and waited for her 

mom to drive from Whitehouse. Ashley knew she was likely to faint eventually, that’s 

what happens when humans starve their bodies, but her roommate’s reaction surprised 

her. She looked at Rebecca and a wave of guilt rushed over her. Ashley took the blame 

for their unfulfilled friendship. She could have related to Rebecca, encouraged her, grown 

with her. But she wasn’t Ashley now. This girl, the one obsessed with numbers and 

exercising, was a ghost of Ashley’s former presence. The obsession stole Ashley’s 

goodness, ripped her of her identity. A stranger lay in that hospital bed. 

“I emailed your English teacher,” Rebecca finally said. “You can take your final 

exam tomorrow at 4 p.m. in his office.” 

Rebecca looked like a model with her square jaw and voluptuous hair. Her brown 

eyes looked down at Ashley, providing comfort with their softness. 

Ashley had forgotten about the British Literature final, the one barrier to her 

Christmas break. One grade stood between her and a perfect semester, as far as her 

transcript would read. But Ashley never felt so far from perfection. She wanted to 

apologize for the past few months, for the darkness Ashley had brought to Rebecca’s life. 

But she couldn’t find the words, a new feeling for Ashley – she’d always had a way with 

words. Now everything seemed blurry and Ashley lacked the energy to say anything. 

Rebecca said to call if they needed anything, and then slipped out of the room. Ashley 

missed her immediately. She yearned for her friend to return. 
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“Do you want some potatoes, baby?” her mom asked. 
 

Ashley knew she needed to eat, she needed anything with calories, but she didn’t 

want the potatoes. The thought of butter and bacon and carbs made her feel queasy. 

“Sure,” Ashley heard herself say. 
 

Her mom’s eyes illuminated, and she left to ask the nurse for a microwave to nuke 

the plate. A few minutes later, Ashley’s mom returned, holding the potatoes like a 

homemade birthday cake. Ashley sat up from her pillow, suddenly eager to take a bite. 

She wanted to make her mom happy, to see her eyes look normal. Ashley picked up the 

fork and scooped up a heaping bite. The potatoes were perfect, better than she 

remembered. They hit Ashley’s stomach and warmed her body. Another bite, and then 

another one. She smiled at her mom, her cheeks flushed from the heat of the potatoes. 

“They’re still my favorite,” Ashley said. “I forgot.” 

“You can have as much as you want.” 

Ashley thought they would hurt her stomach. But she felt stronger with each bite, 

and hungrier after swallowing. 

“Are you all right?” her mom asked. 
 

Ashley nodded as she looked down at the empty plate. It sat on her bony hips. She 

still felt hungry. 

“Yeah,” Ashley said finally. “I think I will be.” 
 

Before Ashley left the clinic, the nurse made her weigh herself. She stepped out in 

the hallway with her mom holding her hand. Her mom never looked at her in the eyes. 

She stared at the floor and remained silent. 
 

“I’m not going to look,” her mom finally said. Ashley stepped on the machine. 
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The nurse pushed the knob until it leveled. 
 

“95 pounds,” the nurse read in a flat voice. 
 

Ashley froze. Her weight had never been that low before, not on her own scale. 

Last week it was 98, but that was before breakfast and after sleeping for 10 hours. She 

remembered that morning, and telling herself that maybe her weight was too low. Ashley 

distinctly remembered saying those words to herself. 

“That’s not right,” Ashley said. 
 

“I’m sorry, but it is,” the nurse replied. Ashley’s mom grabbed her hand and led 

them out of the clinic. The hallways narrowed and tears filled Ashley’s eyes. She opened 

the car door and sat staring out the windshield. Her mom turned to her before starting the 

ignition. 

“You will take the final tomorrow, then you’ll come home,” her mom said. It 

sounded predetermined. “If you don’t weigh 100 pounds before the break ends, then you 

will not come back to Baylor. If it is, then you may return and see the clinic regularly.” 

“That’s five pounds in just over three weeks,” Ashley said. 

“That’s the minimum,” her mom said. 

Then the tight expression eased from her mom’s face. 
 

“It’ll be easy, baby,” she said. “You’ve been hungry for months.” 
 

Hungry. It was a word Ashley never said because she thought it sounded weak. 

Now her hunger could not be denied. After eating an entire plate of mashed potatoes, 

Ashley just felt normal. 

“I’m so sorry,” Ashley said. 
 

Her mom nodded and faked a smile. 
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“What do you want for dinner?” her mom asked. “We can go anywhere you’d like 

to go. Do you want Italian food?” 

Ashley pictured the pasta drowned in marinara sauce, dripping in fat. It made her 

nervous, but also excited. Her mom kept her eyes on Ashley, observing her emotions. 

“Sure, Italian,” she answered. “Could Michelle come down for dinner? I’d love to 

see her.” 

“Michelle couldn’t get off from the hospital today, but she can drive in tomorrow 

after her morning shift.” 

“Maybe Rebecca should come?” Ashley asked. 

“That’s a good idea. Is she done with exams today?” 

“I don’t know,” Ashley said. She was embarrassed she didn’t know Rebecca’s 

exam schedule or her class schedule. And she couldn’t remember her major. 

“I think she’s pre-med,” Ashley whispered. 

“What, honey?” 

“Oh,” Ashley said looking up at her mom. “Nothing. I want Rebecca to come.” 

That evening Ashley put on another cardigan to add girth to her frame. She 

rubbed rouge on her cheeks, added bronzer to her face, and put on lip-gloss. She 

examined her reflection in the mirror, now nearly recognizable. She called Rebecca, who 

said she would meet them at Mario’s by Baylor campus. Ashley had received a text from 

Charlie, her best friend from high school, asking her to call him. She wondered if Charlie 

would be able to recognize her today. 

The thought fueled her appetite at dinner. Ashley sat across from Rebecca, who 

politely ordered shrimp pasta and a salad. Her mom winked at Rebecca, and then asked 
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for another basket of bread before their spaghetti was ready. The rolls felt intoxicating to 

Ashley, bringing a rush of calmness that began in her head. Rebecca asked Ashley what 

she wanted for Christmas. 

“Another semester at Baylor,” Ashley said. 
 

Ashley didn’t want anything from anyone. She knew she was the only one who 

could bring healing. Her mom would support her, Ashley knew that now, and Michelle 

would do anything for her. But Ashley had made this disaster, and no one else could 

clean it up. She took another bite of spaghetti and ordered tiramisu. After dinner, her 

stomach would not stop churning. It rolled so violently, she couldn’t breathe. The uneasy 

feeling continued into the night, keeping Ashley quiet in her seat. 

“How are your parents doing with you gone?” her mom asked Rebecca. “You’re 

an only child, right?” 

“I am,” Rebecca answered with a grin. “They seem good. Mom always said she 

was ready for their second honeymoon.” 

Rebecca’s smile looked forced. 
 

“That’s so wonderful,” Ashley’s mom said. “We’ll be staying in the Hilton for a 

few days. Feel free to come by if you want a break from the dorm room.” 

“Okay, thank you,” Rebecca said. She turned to face Ashley. 

“Are you feeling all right?” she asked her. 

“I’m not feeling very well,” Ashley said. “Can we head to the hotel?” 
 

Her mom signed the check, grabbed her purse, and then pat Rebecca on the 

shoulder. They walked out together. Ashley didn’t say anything. All she could think 

about was her stomach ache and the calories she just consumed. 
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When Ashley and her mom walked into the hotel room, Ashley fell into the bed. 

Her mom sat beside her, brushing her daughter’s hair.  Ashley wrapped her arms around 

her stomach and stayed under the duvet cover. She thought of the fat and carbs in her 

body. The thought paralyzed her. She fell asleep with her mom beside her. 

The next day, Michelle met them at the hotel. She arrived with kolaches and 

coffee and sat at the foot of Ashley’s bed. Ashley didn’t make an effort to smile. The 

smell of greasy meat and cheddar cheese hit her, and the ache from the previous night 

returned to her stomach. Ashley doubted she could continue eating like this. She tried a 

sip of coffee, but she could taste the half and half in it. A sour taste lingered on her 

tongue. Ashley hid under the duvet again. 

Later that day, Ashley’s family met Rebecca at the mall. Her mom insisted she 

buy warmer clothes because she always looked cold. She didn’t want to go – she hadn’t 

bought clothes in months. Ashley knew a size zero would fit loose on her, and she 

couldn’t face the embarrassment, especially in front of her family and roommate. These 

were the people she knew she had disappointed. Michelle handed Ashley an XS Gap 

sweater and accompanied her to the dressing room. She kept her eyes on the floor while 

Ashley took off her shirt and pulled the sweater over her camisole. Then Michelle 

examined her sister and suggested she put on another layer before stepping outside to 

show her mom. 

“I’ll go get you a long-sleeved shirt,” she said. 
 

Ashley sat down in the dressing room, feeling as though she could sink into the 

carpet. Her mom should have listened when she said she didn’t want to go shopping. The 

dressing room mirrors made her stomach churn more. 
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“I need a minute,” Ashley said when Michelle knocked on the door. 
 

Her sister pushed a few accessories under the door. Ashley looked at her colorless 

face in the mirror and opened the door. 

“Can we go look at the makeup?” Ashley asked. She hated the tone of her own 

voice. It sounded so fragile it could shatter. 

“How about some lunch? Do you like Chinese food … still?” 

Ashley’s stomach rolled. 

“Maybe something lighter? My stomach still hurts and I have that final at 4 p.m.” 

“You should get that striped sweater. You’re the only one I know who needs 

horizontal stripes.” 
 

Michelle flashed a smile. 
 

After eating a sandwich, Ashley met her professor in his office. She took a seat by 

his bookcase, full of classic novels and family photos. He looked over his glasses and 

smiled gently. Ashley answered the essay questions without enthusiasm. 

“Get some rest over the break,” he said when she finished the exam. 
 

Ashley thanked him and left his office. Down the hall, she saw a familiar face 

looking at her. Ashley walked by the boy and avoided his hazel eyes. 

“Hey, Ashley,” Adam said. 
 

She remembered him from her British Literature class. He looked impossibly 

charming in his flannel shirt and dark jeans. 

“Oh, hey,” Ashley said with stress in her voice. “I didn’t see you. What are you 

doing here?” 

Ashley had survived the semester without talking to guys. She felt uneasy 
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standing next to Adam. 
 

“Just came to look at our English test,” he answered. He seemed unbothered by 
 

Ashley’s harsh tone. “Are you okay? You weren’t at the final exam.” 

“I’m fine, really.” 

“Okay,” Adam said. He looked down at his boots. “Well I’m sure the class 

average was lower without you there.” 

Ashley looked at him with a puzzled expression. Why was he talking to her? 

“I just took the test. So the average should be just fine.” 

Adam offered her a half-hearted smile. 
 

“Okay,” Adam said. “Have a good break. Get some rest.” 
 

Ashley hated the way people spoke to her. She glanced down at her saggy clothes, 

knowing she looked awful. Ashley turned away from Adam. 

When Ashley stepped outside, Michelle was waiting outside the campus in her 
 

Honda Civic. She sat listening to Christmas music and snacking on pretzels. 

“How’d it go? Want some pretzels?” 

“No. And it was fine,” Ashley said. 
 

She didn’t know how she felt about the exam. 

“I’m not hungry,” Ashley said. “We just ate.” 

Michelle didn’t say anything. She started the ignition and drove down the street 

into a Wendy’s. 

“What are we doing here?” 
 

“Mom wants me to get you a Frosty.” 
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“But I don’t want one, doesn’t that matter?” 

Ashley knew she sounded like a toddler. 

“It will soon, but we just need to get a little bit of weight on you.” 

“It’s too cold for a Frosty.” 

“You don’t need to make excuses anymore, Ashley.” 

They sat in silence. 

“I’ll eat half of it if you do,” Michelle said finally. 
 

She drove to the hotel. Ashley sipped on the Frosty while helping her mom pack. 

She finished the shake before realizing it. 

They returned to Whitehouse the next morning, making the three-hour drive in 

silence. Ashley first meal in Whitehouse was lasagna with garlic bread. She went to bed 

so she wouldn’t think about the calorie content. 

Ashley woke up feeling like her body was not her own. Her legs seemed clunky 

when she walked. Her hips appeared curvier when she looked down. She could feel her 

lower stomach poke over her pants. Ashley’s arms seemed softer, her shoulders felt 

broader. She swallowed hard, trying to ignore her stomachache. 

While at home, Ashley had to weigh herself twice a week. Her mom softened in 

her demands after Ashley saw her doctor. 

Dr. Harper, a specialist in Whitehouse, prescribed Ashley the anti-depressant 
 

Fluoxetine, anxiety pills, and list of vitamins. 
 

“You need to take all of these,” Dr. Harper said sternly. “You’ve been hurting 

your body for months.” 

“I’m sorry,” Ashley muttered. She couldn’t look at Dr. Harper. 
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The petite doctor kept her intimidating tone. 
 

“The next few weeks are going to be hard, but you’ll feel better soon,” Dr. Harper 

said. “These anti-depressants help with OCD.” 

Ashley glanced up, hoping Dr. Harper would give her a smile. Her eyes stayed 

glued to Ashley’s body. 

She never smiled. 
 

“Your blood pressure is dangerously low. Your heartbeat is slow. This is serious.” 

Ashley rubbed her face with her hands and sat back on the doctor’s bench. She 

didn’t need to be reminded of the peril. She knew her future at Baylor stood on the line. 

“You will take all of these pills or you will see me again,” she continued. “You 

lose more weight and you will be staying home this semester. Take two anti-depressants 

when you feel out of control. Your body will react to these changes.” 

Each morning, Ashley took her anti-depressant as soon as she woke up to avoid 

the rush of anxiety. Thirty minutes after swallowing the tiny white pill, she felt calmer. 

Her shoulders would ease and she could breathe regularly. 

Ashley began to feel more like old self, but she was tired of eating when she 

wasn’t hungry. Her body did not feel like her own. Ashley stayed in the house for most of 

the day. Being home made her feel like she was in high school again. Scattered across the 

living room, Ashley saw photos from her dance competitions. She saw one picture of her 

and Charlie hugging after a football game. He hung his arms around her while Ashley 

smiled. 

Michelle had left to go back to work, but she called Ashley each night. A few 

friends asked to catch up while she was in town, but Ashley only wanted to see Charlie. 
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She needed to see him to make her feel like her former self. 
 

“Charlie is my best friend, he won’t care what I look like,” Ashley told her mom. 

She advised her to wait until after the holiday. 

On Christmas morning, Ashley awoke to the smell of pancakes and bacon. The 

aroma enticed Ashley instead of repulsing her. The heater was dialed up to heat so she 

could shed her cardigan. Ashley met her mom in the hallway. She carried a cup of cocoa 

and a bright smile, looking cheerful for the first time in weeks. 

“Merry Christmas, baby girl. How about breakfast before gifts this year?” 
 

Ashley obliged and they set four places on the table. Her family shared a stack of 

pancakes while her dad stared out the window. Ashley hadn’t looked him in the eyes 

since returning from Baylor. 

This is what failure feels like, she thought. 
 

Her dad suggested they open gifts, so the family moved into the living room. 

Michelle sat with Ashley on the floor and handed her a present. Ashley opened the box to 

find a new pair of jeans. The label read size two. Michelle winked at her. 

Two days after Christmas, when Ashley weighed 101 pounds, she saw Charlie. 

He didn’t say anything when she opened the door. He just hugged her and brushed her 

hair. 

“There’s my girl,” he said. “How was your Christmas?” 

“Fine. Sorry I haven’t called much.” 

Charlie told her not to worry and hugged her again. Apart from how frail she felt 

in his embrace, the hug felt the same as it did one year ago. 

“You’re all right,” he said. 
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She led him to her room, and he sat on her bed. It felt routine to them. 

“What happened with your roommate?” Ashley asked.  

Charlie never broke eye contact from her. 

“Nothing at first,” he explained. “We never got along great, and then he just 

snapped.” 

“What did he do?” Ashley swallowed hard, realizing she was the roommate from 

hell for Rebecca. She was no better than Simon. 

“He drank a lot one night. Then he came in the room and started hitting me.” 

Charlie said it casually, thoughtfully. He had always delivered words with caution. 

Ashley placed her hand on Charlie’s and looked down. 

“I’m so sorry,” Ashley said. “Have you talked to him?” 
 

“No. I didn’t press charges, but the school knows. Simon left SMU.” 

Ashley crossed her legs sitting on the bed. 

“What do you think caused all this … for you?” he asked. 
 

Ashley didn’t have an answer, not one she could accept. So she muttered some 

words and tried to make sense of the semester. It was too early to ask questions. 

“Numbers. Perfection.” 
 

“College isn’t what we expected I guess,” Charlie said. 

Ashley nodded. 

“It can be, still,” Charlie said. “When do you go back to Baylor?” 
 

“I can in the spring, as long as my weight is stable and I visit the school clinic.” 
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“Are you living with Rebecca again?” 
 

Ashley couldn’t answer. She hadn’t talked to Rebecca in a few days. More than 

that, she didn’t know if Rebecca would agree to be her roommate again. 

“I don’t know,” she said. “Why? Have you decided where to transfer?” 

“I applied to transfer to Baylor for the spring.” 

Ashley paused. She never felt compelled to fill the silence with Charlie, not even 

when he told her about being gay. 

“I would love for you to come to Baylor,” Ashley finally said. “It’s almost News 
 

Years. A new year for me and you.” 
 

“You’re probably the only one resolving to gain weight for New Years,” Charlie 

joked. 

Ashley laughed and put her head on his shoulder. They sat together in silence. 

After Charlie left, the phone rang. Ashley expected to hear Michelle, but instead she 

heard a boy’s voice. 

“Is this Ashley?” the boy asked. 

“Yeah.” 

“Hey, this is Adam from your Brit Lit class.” 

He seemed so relaxed. 

“Oh, hi ” Ashley said. Her voice sounded higher. “How did you get my number?” 

“The student directory,” Adam answered. “Baylor must not value privacy for its 

students.” 
 

He laughed and Ashley smiled. 
 

“Would you want to go to dinner with me when we get back to school?” he asked. 
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“Sure,” Ashley heard herself say. “I’d love that, actually.” 
 

She hung up feeling excited. Then a wave of uneasiness hit Ashley. She felt 

nauseous until she fell asleep that night. 

A week later, Ashley saw Dr. Harper again. The doctor looked down at Ashley 

with a soft smile. She didn’t seem as intimidating. 

“You’re looking better. The light is back in your eyes. And your blood pressure is 

better.” 

“I feel awful most of the time,” Ashley whispered. “Sometimes I feel like I used 

to, full and happy. Most of the time I don’t.” 

“What changes have you noticed?” the doctor asked. 

“I don’t feel like it’s my body or my life anymore.” 

Dr. Harper nodded. She leaned in closer to Ashley so she wasn’t standing over her. 

“You’re bound to feel out of control,” Dr. Harper said. 

“I don’t know how to react to things,” Ashley said. “People are treating me 

differently now.” 

“Different than when?” 
 

Ashley took a deep breath. Dr. Harper kept her gaze on her patient. 
 

“I felt like people didn’t notice me before, and I preferred it that way.” 

“You don’t want people to notice you?” 

“No, I don’t. Especially guys.” 
 

Dr. Harper’s face eased into a look of realization. 

“Does it scare you to receive male attention?” 
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“Yes. It makes me feel out of control.” 
 

Ashley never thought about it that way. But when she said the words, it made 
 

sense. 
 

“That’s normal,” the doctor said. “Several cases of anorexia stem from avoiding 

male attention.” 

Ashley sighed. She felt like a case study. But Dr. Harper may have a point. 

Ashley thought of last semester, when she hated talking to guys because it made her feel 

queasy. 

“Why am I so messed up? Every other girl wants attention from guys.” 
 

“Eating disorders are more psychological than most people realize,” Dr. Harper 

said. “You have to think about made you feel like you had to do this. Why did you want 

to punish yourself?” 

Ashley shook her head. She never realized she was punishing her body. 

“I guess I have a lot of thinking to do,” Ashley finally said. 

Dr. Harper smiled softly. 
 

“You’re stronger than you think you are,” she said. 

“I don’t feel that way. I’ve never felt so weak.” 

“It’s okay to process how you feel.” 

Dr. Harper put her hand on Ashley’s tiny shoulder. 
 

“You’re a writer,” Dr. Harper said. “Try writing about how you feel.” 
 

When she got home, Ashley sat in her room with a pen and an empty notebook. 

The words didn’t come at first. Then they spilled on the page. 
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I was worried about the freshman 15 when I started college. Now I’m worried 

about the damage I’ve done on my body. I’m worried my family will never look at me the 

same. How did this happen to me? 

Ashley continued writing until her hand grew sore. She asked questions she’d 

never considered. When she finished writing, a foreign feeling rushed over her. Ashley 

felt full. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Rebecca 

 
 
 

When Rebecca came home for Christmas, her mom commented on the bags 

below her eyes. 

“Are you okay, honey?” she asked while standing their living room. “This 

semester must have been more difficult than I realized.” 

Rebecca didn’t know what to say. Just days before driving to Dallas, Rebecca had 

collected Ashley’s frail body from the concrete. She still couldn’t shake the memories 

from last semester. 

“What have you eaten today?” Rebecca asked her roommate. 
 

“400 calories,” Ashley had whispered. Her skin looked nearly translucent, her lips 

almost blue. She looked dead. 

Rebecca had heard Ashley muttering abour numbers earlier in the semester. 

Ashley was staring at herself in the mirror counting calories. She must not have realized 

Rebecca was in the room. She cinched her angular waist and lifted her chin. 

Rebecca should have helped her. Instead, she closed the dorm door and avoided 

Ashley for the rest of the week. When she saw the collapsed figure in the parking lot, 

Rebecca wasn’t surprised to find Ashley. She rushed her to the Baylor clinic and called 

Ashley’s mom. 

Rebecca shuddered to think what would have happened if she hadn’t found 
 

Ashley. The thought lingered in her mind until her mom cleared her throat. 
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“Yeah, freshman year is harder than I thought it would be,” Rebecca told her 
 

mom. 
 

“Are you thinking of dropping pre-med?” she asked. Her mom’s expression didn’t 

change. She’d always been an expert at keeping an emotionless face. 

Rebecca shook her head. Of course she had weighed changing majors. What kind 

of pre-med student watches her roommate starve herself without helping her? But 

Rebecca still wanted to be a doctor. It was the only career Rebecca had considered since 

high school. She had told her mom when she was in ninth grade. Together, they had hung 

a poster of Leonardo da Vinci’s “The Vitruvian Man” on her wall. The poster remained 

in Rebecca’s bedroom, a constant reminder of the goals she’d set. Most of Dallas was a 

reflection of her high school dreams. When Rebecca returned to Dallas, she drove the 

streets of uptown remembering how she felt before college. She sighed and faced her 

mom. Her high school worries seemed pathetic now. 

           “It’s not just the school work,” she told her mom. “Well, it is. But it’s other 

stuff, too.” 

“You said that Ashley was having eating problems? Did she lose more weight this 

semester?” 

Tears swelled in Rebecca’s eyes. 
 

“It got worse and worse,” Rebecca began. “I couldn’t even recognize her.” 

When she finished relaying the story, Rebecca felt clean, baptized by her tears. 

“I’m proud of you for taking her to the clinic,” her mom said. 

They looked at each other for a few moments. At last, her mom told her to call 
 

Ashley. 
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Ashley answered the phone with a cheerful “Hello.” Her voice sounded foreign to 
 

Rebecca. She looked to see if she dialed the right number. 

“Hey, Ashley? It’s Rebecca. How are you?” 

“Hi!” Ashley exclaimed. “I’m doing great. So I’ve been meaning to call you. I 

have an idea. If you’re willing to live with me again, we could move into an apartment 

with my friend Charlie. We could get out of the dorm contract. And Charlie would be a 

great roommate.” 

Rebecca knew she wanted to live with Ashley again. But she didn’t know Charlie. 

Ashley had only mentioned Charlie once or twice. Rebecca inhaled slowly. 

“I don’t know if my parents will let me live with a guy,” she said. 

“It’s okay, he’s gay,” Ashley said. 

“Oh well that changes things. Let me ask my parents. I’ll call you back.” 

Rebecca walked into the living room. Her dad was watching ESPN Sports while 

her mom cleaned the dishes from dinner. She always took off her wedding ring when she 

scrubbed the dishes. Rebecca’s mom mirrored her own dark features: brunette hair and 

chestnut eyes. Similar to Rebecca, her mom’s square jaw framed her symmetrical face. 

“Ashley called and …” 
 

“How is she?” her mom asked. “Poor thing, I can’t imagine how her mother feels. 

Her forehead clinched in a mass of wrinkles. 

“She’s better, I think,” Rebecca said. “I’d like to live with her again if we can find 

an apartment.” 

“Can’t you live in the dorm again?” her dad asked. He didn’t unhinge his eyes 

from the television. 
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“Her friend Charlie would like to live with us, too,” 
 

“You can’t live with a guy,” her dad said. He turned off the TV and stood up. Her 

mom turned off the water. 

“He’s gay,” Rebecca said. 
 

“Oh, I guess that that changes things,” he said. He sat down on the sofa. 

Rebecca pivoted to face her mom. This seemed too easy. 

Rebecca’s mom didn’t say anything. She stared down at the kitchen sink, 

methodically scrubbing a stack of plates. 

“Do you need any help in the kitchen?” Rebecca asked 
 

“No, almost finished in here.” 
 

Her mom flipped the kitchen light and stepped into her bedroom. Her wedding 

ring sat abandoned by the kitchen sink. Rebecca followed her into the room. 

“Here’s your ring,” she said. “I’d hate for anything to happen to it.” 
 

“I’m so forgetful these days,” her mom said. She shrugged and slipped the ring on 

her finger. “I’m glad you’re home. I had no idea Ashley was struggling like that.” 

“She sounded great on the phone today,” Rebecca said. “I think she is getting help 

from a doctor.” 

“It’d be good for you to live with her again,” her mom said. “She needs someone 

to look after her next semester.” 

Rebecca dropped her head. She felt her mom’s unmoving gaze. 
 

“There wasn’t much you could do last semester,” she said. Her mom could always 

read her. “It was beyond you.” 

“Not in the beginning of the year,” Rebecca said shaking her head. “I could have 
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stopped her.” 
 

“You have to give yourself a break,” her mom said. “Think about something else 

for a while.” 

“You’re right,” Rebecca said. “Has it been nice having the house to yourself? You 

always said you were ready for a second honeymoon with dad.” 

Her mom glanced down at her wedding ring, and then sat down on her bed. She 

looked at the opposite wall with an expressionless face. A framed family portrait looked 

back at her mom. 

“It’s been harder than I thought it would be,” her mom said. Her shoulders 

straightened. “Without you, there’s little for us to talk about.” 

Rebecca remained silent. She realized she had never questioned her parents’ 

marriage. They rarely fought and seemed comfortable. Rebecca tried to remember the last 

time she saw them kiss. 

She couldn’t. 
 

“I’m sorry,” her mom finally said. “You have so much on your mind, I shouldn’t 

bother you with this.” 

“Are you and dad having problems?” 
 

Her mom rubbed her lips together, looking hesitant to respond. Then the words 

spilled out like a flood. 

“No, we’re not having anything,” her mom said. “We’re just roommates without 

you here.” 

Rebecca looked down at the carpet, unsure how to respond. She never felt guilty 

for leaving home until this moment. Eighteen years of her parents’ marriage revolved 
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around Rebecca and her hopes of becoming a doctor. Without Rebecca, they were falling 

apart. She thought about her mom alone in the house all day, waiting for a husband who 

felt like a roommate. 

“I should have come home more last semester,” Rebecca said. 
 

Dallas was only two hours from Baylor University, but she rarely made the drive. 

She hated driving on the interstate. 

“No, you had so much going on with pre-med classes,” her mom said. “And you 

didn’t know how to react to Ashley’s situation. You shouldn’t have to worry about your 

mom.” 

Rebecca shrugged her shoulders. 
 

“Still, it’s nice to worry about someone else for a change.” 
 

Rebecca thought of last semester and cringed. She had disappointed Ashley and 

her mom. She focused more on biology than her starved roommate, and she rarely called 

home. Blinded by her selfishness. Rebecca looked around her mom’s bedroom. She had 

redecorated after Rebecca left for college. The new decor looked stunning, a calming 

combination of gray and blue. Rebecca remembered when her mom told her she wanted 

to revamp her bedroom. 

“I want a place to escape,” she explained. “An oasis.” 
 

Rebecca had never questioned what her mom was escaping. She wondered if her 

dad appreciated the new room. He had always been a man of few words, but recently the 

words seemed fewer. 

“What do you think is going to happen with you and dad?” Rebecca finally asked. 
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“Something needs to change,” she said. “But you don’t need to worry about that.” 

Rebecca sat in silence with her shoulder slumped, feeling hopeless again. The 

people around her seemed like a stack of cards that could fall at any moment. 
 

“I’m going to call Ashley and tell her I’d like to live with her again. And Charlie,” 
 

she said. 
 

“That’d be kind of you. You’re so selfless.” 
 

Rebecca didn’t say anything. She glanced at her mom’s full-length mirror. She 

wanted to see herself the way her mom saw her. But she could barely look at her 

reflection. A curly-haired girl stared back at her. Dark bags hung under her eyes, the 

badge of a pre-med student. She knew she could be better, so she called Ashley the next 

day. 

“Let’s do it,” she said into the phone. “Let’s all live together. I can’t wait to meet 
 

Charlie.” 
 

“You’re going to love him. It’s hard not to love him.” 

“Why is he transferring?” Rebecca asked. 

Ashley cleared her throat. 
 

“He had a difficult first semester,” she answered. 

“Didn’t we all.” 

“Well, he didn’t deserve what happened to him,” Ashley said. 
 

Rebecca looked puzzled. She wondered if Ashley thought she deserved to develop 

an eating disorder. 

“How is life in Whitehouse?” she asked instead. 
 

“Everything is great,” Ashley said. Her voice sounded overly insistent. “I feel 
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more like myself every day. I started writing again.” 
 

“I’m so glad they’re letting you come back to Baylor,” Rebecca said. 
 

“It terrifies me,” Ashley said. She laughed softly, forcedly. “I am so scared of 

disappointing my family again.” 

“You can do it. You’re strong.” 
 

“Now you’re sounding like my doctor,” Ashley said lightly. “So this guy Adam 

from my class called the other day. He asked to go to dinner.” 

Rebecca couldn’t hide her look of surprise. Ashley was always beautiful, even 

when she scary skinny. But she never seemed interested in guys. 

“What’d you say?” 
 

“I thought I could use the calories,” Ashley said with a laugh. 
 

She filled the receiver with another infectious giggle before saying goodbye. 

“What did Ashley say?” Rebecca’s mom asked. 

“We’re all living together,” Rebecca answered. “And some guy asked  …“ 

She paused. Rebecca wasn’t sure if her mom would want to hear about young 

romance. Her parents had met at Baylor. Rebecca remembered the stories her mom told 

her. They would split ice cream cones at Katy’s Frozen Custard, and then study together 

at Armstrong Browning Library. 

“A guy asked her on a date,” she finally said. 

“Oh. How lovely.” 

Her mom smiled, but it didn’t convince Rebecca. 
 

Rebecca made a point to spend more time with her mom over Christmas break. She 

stayed in for New Year’s Eve, and watched the ball drop with her mom and dad. 
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They kissed at midnight, but it looked like it was out of obligation. A week after New 

Year’s Eve, Rebecca’s mom helped her repack her bags. She assured her things would be 

fine at home. Rebecca wanted to believe her. She turned up her car stereo to quiet her 

thoughts. 

Two hours later, she drove past Baylor. She felt welcomed by Pat Neff Hall, a 

brick building with a gold dome. She pulled up to 1424 Stormy Ave, Apartment 3B. That 

was her new home with Ashley and Charlie. Her new beginning. Rebecca climbed the 

apartment stairs and knocked on the door of 3B. A young black man answered the door 

with a smile. He looked older than Rebecca and Ashley, despite his shorter frame. 

“You must be Charlie,” Rebecca said. 
 

“And you must be Rebecca   You’re so tall and gorgeous ” 
 

She loved him already. Rebecca observed the apartment. It was already decorated 

in a minimalist look. A framed picture of Charlie and Ashley looked back at Rebecca. 

“I’m so excited to live with you, Charlie,” she said. 

“Me too! Any friend of Ashley’s is a friend of mine.” 

Last semester, Rebecca never would have described Ashley as her friend. They 

were just roommates, stranger sharing a room. They didn’t share lives. Rebecca 

remembered the conversation with her mom. 

“We’re just roommates without you here.” 
 

Rebecca shook the thought away. The front door opened and a girl walked into 

the apartment. Rebecca could tell it was Ashley by her blonde hair, but she looked like a 

different person. 

“Hey there roomies,” Ashley said. Her voice sounded stronger and older. 
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Rebecca felt herself grinning. 

“There’s my girl,” Charlie said. 

Standing between Ashley and Charlie, Rebecca felt what was missing at home. 

Their love, although unconventional, was undeniable. A sense of peace rushed over her, a 

feeling Rebecca had missed. 

That night, the roommates went to dinner at a Ninfa’s, a Mexican restaurant. 

“Good choice. I love Tex Mex!” Charlie said when his spinach enchiladas arrived. 

“Me too,” Ashley said. She giggled over her plate of fajitas. Rebecca tried not to 

stare as Ashley ate half of her meal. 
 

They sat at their table for three hours. Rebecca heard enough stories to piece 

together their friendship. 

“She was the first person I told I was gay,” Charlie said. “We’ve been best friends 

for a while.” 

“And now we’re roommates ” Ashley said. 

“Why did you leave SMU?” Rebecca asked. 

The table fell silent. 

“My roommate and I didn’t get along,” he said. “I think I scared him. So he 

attacked me one night.” 

Rebecca sat up in her chair. She couldn’t picture someone abusing Charlie. 

“How bad was it? 

“I went to the hospital. It was a broken wrist and fractured rib.” 

“Did you press charges?” Rebecca asked. 

“I couldn’t,” Charlie said. “I feel bad for him. He left SMU anyway.” 
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“I’m so glad you’re living with us now,” Rebecca said. “And I’m glad you’re away 

from him.” 

“If anyone comes near you, I’ll kill them,” Ashley said. She pointed her fork at 
 

Charlie and squinted her eye. He laughed at his friend’s display. 
 

“What about you, Rebecca?” Charlie asked. “We’ve talked enough about ourselves.” 

“What about me?” 

“How was your Christmas break?” 
 

Rebecca didn’t intend to unload her feelings. But she couldn’t lie to Charlie. His 

eyes encouraged her to spill the truth. 

“My parents are having marriage problems,” Rebecca finally said. “And I’m 

worried about my mom.” 

“I’m so sorry,” Ashley said placing her cup down. “I had no idea.” 

“Neither did I.” 

“Why are you worried about your mom?” Ashley asked. 
 

“I’m worried I’ll let her down. I’ll let her fall a part, like I did with you.” 

Ashley blinked hard. 

“You did more than you realize,” Ashley said while looking down. “I owe you 

everything for taking me to the clinic.” 

But she should have done more for Ashley. Rebecca begged for the guilt to fade. It 

felt like a dull knife sliding over her. Last semester, she’d idly watched her self- 

destruction. Rebecca remembered the girl she’d met in August. 

“Mashed potatoes are my favorite food.” Ashley had told her. 
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Rebecca looked at the girl sitting across from her. The normal Ashley had returned. 

“Let’s not talk about last semester,” Charlie said. “This is a new beginning. Don’t 

let the pain of yesterday affect you today.” 
 

“I like thinking of it,” Ashley said. “I’m not quite over this, so I have to remind 

myself of what I don’t want to be.” 

“That’s true,” Charlie agreed. “I never saw you at your worst.” 

He paused and nudged Ashley’s shoulder. 

“And I’m glad I didn’t,” he said. 
 

Ashley and Rebecca locked eyes. Rebecca had seen her roommate in her darkest 

moment, and she knew it wasn’t the real Ashley. This brilliant girl was the real Ashley. 

“Anyone craving dessert?” Ashley asked. 
 

Once class started, Ashley visited the health clinic once a week. She never missed 

an appointment in January, even when the first wave of tests hit. Rebecca immediately 

regretted taking organic chemistry and political science in the same semester. She 

struggled to keep up with the readings, and envied her roommates. They made school 

look easy. 

Charlie balanced school and a part-time job at the Baylor library. Ashley was all 

smiles, especially when she returned from her first date with Adam. Rebecca had helped 

her get ready. She rubbed blush on Ashley’s cheeks and sprayed perfume on her neck. 

“You look perfect.” 
 

“I’m so nervous,” Ashley said. 
 

Three hours later, Ashley walked in beaming. Rebecca was sitting on the couch 
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with her political science book. 
 

“How was dinner?” Rebecca asked. 
 

“So great ” Ashley said. She placed her hand on her stomach and sighed. 

“Adam gives me butterflies.” 

Rebecca tried to imagine how Ashley felt, but she couldn’t. The last thing she 

wanted was a relationship. She couldn’t tell her mom she was dating someone, not now at 

least. 

“I’m so happy for you,” Rebecca said. 

Adam called to ask her out again. Ashley couldn’t hide her giddiness. 

       “Most guys make me feel like a girl,” Ashley told Rebecca. “Adam makes me feel 

like a woman. He treats me like a woman. And it doesn’t scare me.” 

Rebecca smiled to prove she was excited for her roommate. Ashley couldn’t seem 

happier. Until she returned from her next appointment at the clinic. She sat on the sofa 

with teary eyes. Rebecca didn’t say anything; she scratched Ashley’s back while she 

rested on her lap. Her heart ached for Ashley. 

“What happened?” 
 

“I thought I was over this. I’m so tired of being messed up,” Ashley whispered. 

Her blue eyes, wide and watery, looked up at Rebecca. 

She wanted to say everyone is messed up. But silence felt better than a cliché, so 

Rebecca said nothing. She continued to scratch Ashley’s back until her breathing 

regulated, signaling her submission to sleep. Rebecca covered Ashley’s body with a 

blanket and grabbed her phone. Her mom answered. 

“How are ya, mom?” 
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“Hi honey. I’m doing okay,” she asked. The flatness of her voice was impossible 

to ignore. 

“What’s wrong?” 
 

Rebecca almost expected her mom’s answer. 
 

“Your father and I are separated. He’s staying with his friend Eric. It’s just a trial 

for now.” 

Rebecca’s throat closed. Her stomach clenched against a bowling ball-sized knot. 

Rebecca mumbled a few things before hanging up the phone. She felt more surprised by 

her own reaction than the news. She went into her room to study for her organic 

chemistry quiz. The words crashed into one another until she grew dizzy. The textbook 

felt impossibly heavy on her lap. Her shoulders slumped until her chest brushed against 

the pages. She couldn’t study. Rebecca turned off the lights and sunk into her carpet, 

forming a ball with her long body. Ashley came into her room and sat next to her. 

“What’s happened?” she asked. Tearstains remained on Ashley’s cheeks. 

“My parents are separated,” Rebecca said. 

Ashley didn’t say anything. She crawled next to her roommate and stroked her 

dark hair. 

“I want to be there for you,” Ashley finally said. “What do you need?” 

“I need to study,” Rebecca said. 

“Do you want me to quiz you?” 
 

Ashley helped Rebecca make flash cards, and then they spent the evening 

studying the difference between organic and inorganic compounds. 

“You don’t need to do this,” Rebecca told Ashley. 
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“Friendship isn’t about what you need to do.” 
 

Charlie walked into the room holding a piece of paper. His permanent smile was 
 

absent. 
 

“What’s up?” Ashley asked holding a flashcard. 

“I got a letter from Simon today.” 

“Your old roommate?” Rebecca asked. 
 

Charlie sat on the carpet. His face looked contorted as he wrapped his arms 

around his stomach. Rebecca sat Indian style next to him. She looked down at the letter, 

and then at Charlie’s face. 

“Can I read it?” Rebecca asked. 
 

Charlie handed her the letter. A mass of slanted letters filled the notebook paper. 

Rebecca squinted to read the words. 

 
 
 

Charlie, 
 

There’s nothing for me to say about that night. It haunts me, as I’m sure it does you. I 

was confused and so angry. I have struggled with some things since my brother died. It 

wasn’t your fault. I’d like to see you the next time I’m around Waco. I’d like to apologize 

in person. 

I’m sorry, 

Simon 

 
 
 

Charlie looked at Rebecca with a weary gaze, and then placed his head on her 

shoulder. Ashley watched her roommates while chewing her fingernails. She shook her 

66 
 
 

  



head. 
 

“I hate him, I hate him, I hate him,” Ashley said. “I don’t want Simon here. You 

shouldn’t be around him.” 

“I want to see him,” Charlie said. 
 

Rebecca glanced at Charlie, then Ashley. She didn’t know how to comfort her 

roommates. She closed her eyes and let more tears fall. 

Rebecca cried for an hour. She felt selfish for sobbing next to Charlie, who held a letter 

from the boy who abused him. But she couldn’t stop. She cried for her mom, who was 

left in an abandoned house. She cried for being blind to her parents’ empty marriage. 

Rebecca cried for Charlie and the fear and pain he never showed. She cried for Ashley, 

who would never see herself the way others did. 

After an hour of tears, Rebecca felt exhausted, but cleansed and pure. She dragged 

herself to her bedroom and slept for ten hours. When she awoke, she felt rested for the 

first time in months. Rebecca had started her healing process. She wanted Charlie to feel 

closure after last semester. 

Rebecca walked into Charlie’s room. He was holding the letter. 

“Let’s do it,” Rebecca said. “Let’s invite Simon to dinner.” 

“I already called him. He’ll be in town tomorrow.” 

Rebecca nodded. Charlie asked if Ashley would mind. 

“Maybe,” Rebecca said. “But she will come around. We’ll make mashed potatoes. 

They’re Ashley’s favorite.” 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Simon 

 
 

The letter wasn’t Simon’s idea. He didn’t mind writing it, but only after his new 

counselor’s suggestion and several glasses of Jack. Simon’s counselor sided with Charlie, 

the way most people did. Dr. McCormack veiled his sympathy for Charlie by scribbling 

on his notebook. But Simon saw through it. 

“Do you feel bad about the episode?” Dr. McCormack asked in his office. 

Stacks of books filled the room, beside certificates to prove Dr. McCormack’s 

qualifications. Simon studied the diplomas and raised his full eyebrow. He wasn’t 

convinced of Dr. McCormack’s credibility. 

“You mean when I beat up Charlie?” Simon asked, releasing a slow smile. 
 

“Yes, Simon. The schizophrenic episode. They’re common with your condition.” 

Simon cringed when he said “condition.” Dr. McCormack overused the term. He 

must have thought the polite word masked the ugly reality of schizophrenia. The reality 
 

Simon knew too well. 
 

“I don’t feel like it really happened,” Charlie answered. 

“That’s typical with …” 

Simon shot Dr. McCormack a warning glance. The skinny doctor nodded and 

jotted something on his notepad. Probably nonsense. 

“I think you should write Charlie a letter,” Dr. McCormack said. “Tell him about 
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the condition and its symptoms. It will help you move on.” 
 

Simon looked around Dr. McCormack’s pseudo-intellectual office. It was nothing 

like Dr. Goldberg’s, Simon’s first counselor. 

“I guess I could do that,” Simon said. 
 

“Good. We’ll discuss the letter next session. Now tell me what you remember of 

the episode with Charlie.” 

“I drank a lot,” Simon said. “Jameson 1780. It was a bit of a splurge, but I felt like 

treating myself. Then some asshole down the hall - I think his name was Alex - called me 

a fag. I stormed into the dorm room. Next thing I knew, I was standing over Charlie and 

punching him in the gut.” 

“And do you feel bad for assaulting Charlie?” Dr. McCormack asked. 

“I didn’t when it happened. The guilt hit me later that night.” 

Simon looked down at the carpet. He was sitting down, refusing to stretch his 

body on the sofa. 

“Did you take your medicine the day you attacked your roommate?” Dr. 

McCormack asked. He kept his eyes down while jotting on the notepad. 

“I rarely took the medicine that month,” Simon said. “I hate those pills. They 

remind me of Kyle. I can barely swallow them. I’m not as messed up as he was.” 

Dr. McCormack scribbled and nodded. Simon narrowed his eyes at the doctor. 

“Did you take any drugs when you were at school?” Dr. McCormack asked. 

“Yes. Just pot.” 

Dr. McCormack wrote. 
 

“I don’t remember much about last semester,” Simon continued. “I was 
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depressed. I drank a lot because I hated SMU.” 

“Why do you think you hated SMU?” 

“Everyone is so preppy,” Simon answered with a grimace. “The guys there all 

reminded me of Kyle. Well, Kyle on his good days.” 

Simon remembered Kyle as a tall boy with tanned skin and a salmon polo shirt. 

His crooked grin and broad shoulders made Kyle look like a Hollister model. His caramel 

hair remained swooped to the side of his structured face. Judging by his appearance, no 

one would have guessed Kyle was the black sheep of the family. No one knew Kyle 

would spend hours yelling at his parents and threatening to kill them. 

Simon never wore polos – he preferred heavy metal T-shirts. Only a few people at 

school knew Kyle and Simon were brothers, although they were only one year apart. 

Kyle was a freshman in college when he died. He couldn’t mask his dirty secret anymore. 

Not that he was gay. Most people could guess that. No one knew Kyle was schizophrenic. 

Kyle overdosed when Simon was a senior in high school, the day before his 

winter formal. Simon had already rented a tux and invited Amy Hess, a sure bet for a 

lucky night. But Simon had to call Amy and say he couldn’t go. 

Kyle’s selfishness appalled Simon. 
 

They found him in the bathroom leaned against the tub. Kyle never wrote a letter to 

justify his suicide. He just took the pills and let his family discover his body. He 

swallowed and was finished. Simon had to use that bathroom until high school graduation, 

thinking of Kyle every day. He hated bathrooms after that. Seeing a tub left a sour taste in 

Simon’s mouth. He’d rather go days without showering than remember Kyle and his final 

act of selfishness. 
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Simon eyed Dr. McCormack. He sat with his legs crossed, the way Kyle did. Dr. 

McCormack held the notepad in his hands with his wrists slightly bent. Simon peered at 

him without blinking. 

“Could you tell your condition was worsening last semester?” Dr. McCormack 

asked. 

“I guess.” 
 

Simon started therapy the week after Kyle’s death. He remembered Dr. Goldberg 

explaining “the condition” his senior year of high school. Dr. Goldberg was a qualified 

doctor, not an amateur like Dr. McCormack. That counselor’s office brought an 

unfamiliar sense of comfort to Simon. When he thought of his senior year, Simon 

remembered Dr. Goldberg’s office and the smell of ginger tea. 

“Schizophrenia is usually diagnosed later in life, so it’s good we’re treating this 

now,” Dr. Goldberg said. “There are three types of symptoms, positive, negative, and 

cognitive.” 

“What the hell is a positive symptom of schizophrenia?” Simon asked. 
 

“That’s when you’re functioning normally,” Dr. Goldberg explained. He pushed 

back his white hair and continued. “Schizophrenia is like a merry-go-round. Some days 

are fine. There will be symptoms of minor depression. Other days aren’t so good.” 

Merry-go-round. Simon was sick of the spin. 
 

“I always thought schizophrenia meant split personality.” 
 

“That’s a misconception,” Dr. Goldberg said. “You have a splitting of mental 

functions that affects your thoughts and emotions. It’s a complex mental illness. Your 

brother’s death probably triggered a developing case.” 
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“I’m not like Kyle.” 
 

“I didn’t say you were,” Dr. Goldberg said softly. “Schizophrenia is a mental 

illness that differs with each case.” 

“I’m not like my brother.” 
 

“No one said you’re like Kyle,” Dr. Goldberg said. 

Simon inhaled, trying to breathe regularly. 

“But schizophrenia is genetic. We’re just preventing you from having an episode 

like Kyle did.” 

“Episode.” Is that what you call it when you punch your dad in the face? Of 

course Kyle was regretful for attacking his dad. That’s why he washed down 13 sleeping 

pills with a bottle of his mom’s wine. Then Kyle didn’t have to worry about the episode 

or the condition or the effect on his family. His problems were gone and so was he. 

Simon had to think about Kyle every day. He had to take care of his mom when she 

wouldn’t get out of bed for a month. Simon had to face his teachers and their sympathetic 

smiles after missing two weeks of school. He had to apologize to Amy, who refused to 

talk to him until graduation. 

Kyle was a selfish fag. 

Simon hated him. 

“I’m not like him. I’m not Kyle.” 
 

“I know, Simon,” Dr. Goldberg said. “We’re going to be sure of that. I’m writing 

you a prescription. It’s important that you take your medicine every day, especially in the 

fall. You can’t stay at SMU if you don’t take this medicine.” 

Simon looked at Dr. Goldberg writing the prescription and shook his head. He 
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hated pills. They reminded him of Kyle, who saw prescriptions as a badge of his insanity. 

Kyle seemed strangely proud of his prescriptions at first. But Kyle stopped taking them 

before coming home for Christmas. That’s when Kyle committed suicide. His dad was 

lecturing him about his poor GPA. 

“You need to get it together, Kyle,” his dad said. “You told us that college would 

be different. You said that you would stop being so social and focus on school. Look at 

your grades. You made a C in theater, for Christ’s sake. You’ve always said you wanted 

to go into acting.” 

“I really tried,” Kyle whispered looking down. He sat on the couch with his legs 

crossed. “I can’t focus. I can’t do it.” 

“You need to try harder,” his dad yelled. “You think college is cheap?” 
 

Simon could overhear their conversation in the living room. Simon heard his dad 

curse after Kyle punched him in the face. His mom came running into the room. 

“Have you taken your medicine?” she asked Kyle. She didn’t seem to care that 

her husband was bleeding. She always favored Kyle, even when he didn’t deserve it. 

Simon walked into the living room and saw Kyle sweating and running his hands 

through his hair. He was wheezing, staring down at his dad. Simon’s mom sat on the 

couch next to his dad, holding a bag of frozen peas to his face. Kyle raised his head and 

gave Simon a warning glance. 

“You want in on this show, Simon?” he asked. 

“No.” 

“You love this,” Kyle said. “You love seeing your perfect brother like this.” 

Simon wanted to rebut, but he couldn’t think of a come back. Not one Simon 
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could say in front of his mom. 
 

“He asked for it,” Kyle said pointing at his bleeding dad. “Dad did this to himself. 
 

‘Look at your grades.’ As is I didn’t know I messed up. I have plenty of time to fix it. I’m 

only a freshman.” 

“You didn’t have to punch him,” Simon finally said. “Dad has always been 

understanding with you. Even when …“ 

Simon paused, knowing he shouldn’t continue, especially with the crazed look in 
 

Kyle’s eyes. He gulped and ignored his instinct. 
 

“Even when you told him you were gay, Kyle.” 
 

Simon’s dad jumped up, prepared to stand between the brothers. The bag of peas, 

stained with blood spots, fell to the floor. Kyle kicked the frozen pack and peas flew 

across the living room. They looked like tiny bullets shooting in all directions. 

“You think you’re better than me?” Kyle screamed. “No one knows who you are!  

No one knows your name  You’re a freak.” 

Simon knew he shouldn’t feed the fire. But he couldn’t resist. 
 

“No one knows who you really are,” Simon spat at him. “You’re a fake and a fag.” 

Kyle stormed past Simon, pushing him with his broad shoulders, stomping upstairs 

to the bathroom. That was when Kyle did it. 
 

It wasn’t Simon’s fault. 
 

Kyle was supposed to stay on his medicine. He was diagnosed with schizophrenia 

when he was 16 years old. Kyle always screamed at his “girlfriend” for no reason, so his 

parents put him in therapy. Eventually, Kyle came out to his parents, saying his counselor 
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gave him the courage to tell the truth. Simon knew the real reason – Kyle was caught 

having sex with a guy named Craig in the Austin High School bathroom.  Kyle wanted to 

tell his parents before the principal did. 

“I’m gay,” Kyle said shrugging his shoulders. The polo collar rubbed against his 

neck. 

His dad nodded slowly and told Kyle it was okay. They went out for Torchy’s 

Tacos, Kyle’s favorite place in Austin, after their conversation. Simon’s mom took it 

harder, letting a few tears fall once Kyle left with his dad. 

“I don’t know what happened to my baby,” she told Simon. “He doesn’t feel like 

my kid anymore.” 

Simon’s mom had always fixated on Kyle, striving to cure him with her hovering 

love. His mom was sensitive like Kyle. She constantly checked up on him when he 

moved to University of North Texas. 

“Are you taking your medicine?” she would ask Kyle. 
 

He always lied and she bought it. Finally when Kyle died, his mom recognized he 

wasn’t taking his medicine and should have been hospitalized. 

“I should have hidden my sleeping pills, when Kyle came home” she said to Simon 

at the funeral. “I knew he was sick. My poor baby.” 

Simon was wearing the tux he rented for senior formal. At least he got to wear it 

once, even if it was at a funeral. Simon hadn’t showered since Kyle was found in the 

bathroom. He hugged her mom and she fell into his shoulders with silent sobs. His 

mom’s tears fell down into her caramel hair. 

“He was so beautiful,” she said into Simon’s arm. “Even when he was sick. My 
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baby. My baby boy.” 
 

That’s how his mom remembered Kyle – a beautiful baby boy. Kyle had 

inherited his mom’s gorgeous hair and good looks. He never saw Kyle’s dead body. 

Simon’s dad discovered the corpse and protected his mom and son. 

“Call an ambulance ” his dad screamed. “Go downstairs and stay there. Don’t 

come upstairs.” 

Later, Simon could picture Kyle’s body on the bathroom floor. He imagined 

Kyle’s head dropped, his hair covering his eyes. He held the wine in one hand and the pill 

bottle in the other. Simon remembered his mom’s shrieks as they wheeled out her baby 

boy. The screams echoed in Simon’s mind when he tried to sleep. 

When Simon’s mom finally got out of bed, she begged Simon to see a counselor. 

Simon agreed against his will. He would do anything to keep his mom out of bed. 

Dr. Goldberg worked at one of the best hospitals in Austin. He met with Simon 
 

for a month before diagnosing him with his brother’s “condition.” Dr. McCormack used a 

series of lab tests and psychological evaluation. 

“It’s not as extreme a case as Kyle’s,” Dr. Goldberg explained. “Learn from your 

brother. Take the medicine I give you.” 

“Kyle needed medicine. I don’t.” 
 

“He had an extreme case. Kyle had more psychotic symptoms: talking to oneself 

and hearing voices. He was probably suffering a lot more than you knew.” 

“I’m not like Kyle,” Simon said again. 
 

Simon looked at the mirror hanging behind Dr. Goldberg. Unlike Kyle, he didn’t 

procure his mom’s good looks. He took after his dad with his strong eyebrows and 
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narrow cheeks. Simon’s nose was too big for his face and pointed downward like an 

arrow. He saw the bags under his eyes, proof that Simon couldn’t sleep after Kyle’s 

suicide. Dr. Goldberg watched Simon look at himself and wrote on his notepad. He 

offered Simon a cup of ginger tea, which Simon refused. 

“Your parents said you’ve had trouble with school since the death,” Dr. Goldberg 

said. “I understand you’re usually a good student.” 

“That’s one thing I had over Kyle,” Simon said. “Of course, Kyle was too ‘sick’ 
 

to do well at college. So my parents had to foot his entire tuition bill.” 

“Why do you think you’re struggling with school?” 

“What’s the point?” Simon asked. “I’m going to SMU next year no matter what. 

And unlike Kyle, I was able to get a few scholarships to help. Besides, my teachers won’t 

fail a kid whose brother just died.” 

“This medicine should help you focus,” Dr. Goldberg said smoothly. 
 

It sounded like the way surgeons say, “This won’t hurt a bit” when piercing your 

skin with a needle. Simon shuddered. 

“If it will make my parents leave me alone, I’ll take the pills,” Simon agreed. His 

tone softened. “My parents have been through enough.” 

Simon made it through his senior year with the help of those pills and pot. He never 

smoked until after Kyle died. When Simon helped his mom clean out Kyle’s room, he 

found a stash of weed. He went through the Ziplock bag within a week. When Simon 

smoked, he escaped the memories of Kyle. Simon didn’t think about the pills he took 

every day, or how the prescription was a lower dosage of what Kyle took. He told himself 

he would stop smoking when he started college. 
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But when Simon saw the students at SMU, he knew he needed help forgetting 

Kyle. They all looked like clones of his brother – the same clothes, the same crooked 

smile. They even sounded like Kyle. When he looked at SMU students, Simon saw Kyle. 

He hated all of them immediately. 

Simon’s roommate was different than the rest of them. Charlie seemed to be 

nothing like Kyle. He was black and short and always happy. Simon didn’t say much 

when they met, but he had nothing against Charlie. 

“Wassup.” 
 

“Hey. I’m Charlie.” 

“Ya. I’m Simon.” 

Then Simon left the room. He knew he should have stayed and talked to Charlie. 

But Simon liked to go on walks to clear his head and when he had the urge he couldn’t sit 

still. 

Charlie didn’t bother Simon until the day he came out. When Charlie told him, 

Simon left the room for another walk. He picked up some Hanes T-shirts to sleep in, but 

not because he worried Charlie would hit on him. Simon knew he didn’t look like a gay 

guy’s type, especially with his poor hygiene. He bought the shirts because the more he 

looked at Charlie, the more Simon thought of Kyle and couldn’t get out of bed. The shirts 

made Simon feel clean when he couldn’t face the dorm shower. 

Everyone loved Charlie, especially his teachers. He never missed a class. 

Meanwhile, Simon stopped taking his pills. He started smoking pot again. Simon hid it 

from Charlie because the dorm director was his friend. Simon could feel himself growing 

harsher toward Charlie and he hated himself for it. But the further away he pushed 
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Charlie, the more he could ignore memories of Kyle. 
 

When Charlie began spending time with a guy named Jack, Simon saw it as an 

excuse to kick him. 

“It’s just because you’re both gay.” Simon told Charlie. 
 

Simon didn’t really think that. He hated Charlie but he hated himself more. Simon 

knew he should take his pills, but he couldn’t swallow them. He smoked instead and let 

everything fade away. Sometimes Simon talked to himself because he didn’t have the 

energy to go on a walk. It helped to talk to himself. 

“How are things going at SMU?” Simon’s mom asked. She never used the tone 

she saved for Kyle. When she talked to Simon, she sounded different. “Have you decided 

what you want to major in?” 

`“I’m not interested in anything,” Simon said. 
 

“It’s almost Thanksgiving,” she said. “Don’t you think you should have figured 

this out?” 

“The classes here are stupid.” 
 

His mom paused and sighed into the phone receiver. 

“Are you taking your medicine, Simon?” 

Simon hung up the phone and stormed down the hall. He wasn’t like Kyle. He 

didn’t need those pills. He paced the hallways until a freshman named Alex shouted at 

him. 

“Hey fag!” Alex yelled. “Stop talking to yourself. You’re freaking me out.” 

Simon looked up at Alex then looked down. He considered punching him in the 

face but decided against it. Simon pivoted and walked to the corner store without a 
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thought. He bought the first bottle of alcohol he saw with his fake ID. Jameson 1780. He 

headed for the dorm room. Simon gulped Irish whiskey until he couldn’t taste it anymore. 

When he opened the dorm door he found Charlie sitting at his desk. He clenched his fists. 

When he threw the first blow, he pictured Kyle’s face. He didn’t hear Charlie’s 

moans. When he left the room, his knuckles covered with blood. Simon went on another 

night walk. He saw an ambulance drive up to the dorm. 

He didn’t feel like his body was his own. Simon’s hands, the ones that hit Charlie, 

were not his. He realized what he did later that night. Simon knew he needed to apologize 

to Charlie. But he couldn’t look at him. Looking at Charlie was like looking at Kyle. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

Ashley 

 
Ashley saw a boy standing in the doorway. His metal T-shirt and dingy hair 

matched Charlie’s description of his former roommate. Ashley glanced around the 

apartment at Rebecca and Charlie, the friends that had become her family. Their circle of 

security had no room for Simon. He threatened the peace that reigned over their 

apartment. 

She felt uneasy. Last semester, she would have tied this feeling to food. Ashley 

hated feeling out of control. She tried to control her breathing. In and out, just like her 

doctor described. 

“Hi Charlie,” Simon muttered. “Thanks for having me over. I can’t believe you 

called me.” 

Ashley couldn’t believe it either. She remained silent when Rebecca introduced 

herself. 

“And this is Ashley,” Rebecca said to Simon. She cleared her throat to ease the 

awkwardness. “She and Charlie have known each other since high school.” 

“Actually, we’ve been friends since before high school,” Ashley said. She 

narrowed her eyes at Simon. 

“Right,” Charlie said. “Well we are having grilled chicken and mashed potatoes.” 
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Ashley cleared her throat. She used to love mashed potatoes before freshman year, 

before she starved herself to 95 pounds. Now she weighed 107 pounds, but mashed 

potatoes hurt her stomach. 

Rebecca set the table for four. They sat down and passed the casserole dishes 

around, looking like a dysfunctional family. Ashley poked at her meal. She’d lost her 

appetite. She felt Rebecca’s eyes on her. 

“Have you been going to school?” Charlie asked Simon. 
 

“No. I’m taking some time off to see a new counselor. My brother died around 

this time last year, so I need to process some things.” 

Ashley shifted in her seat. She wasn’t expecting Simon to open up so quickly. But 

she also wasn’t expecting Simon to come to dinner. 

“How did he die?” Rebecca asked. 

“Suicide.” 

There was no response to that. Ashley cleared his throat and looked at Charlie. 

His face was stoic. 

“My brother Kyle was schizophrenic,” Simon continued. He took a bite of 

chicken. “He had a hard freshman year and overdosed on my mom’s sleeping pills.” 

Ashley’s face softened. 
 

“I’m so sorry,” Ashley said. She studied Simon’s face. His eyes looked pained, 

his cheeks sunk into his face. 

“Me too. I started seeing a psychologist after he died. Dr. Goldberg diagnosed me 

with schizophrenia last year. I have pills, but I didn’t take them much last semester.” 

Simon looked down at his plate, avoiding Charlie’s eye contact. 
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“You could probably guess I wasn’t taking my medicine.” 
 

Ashley gulped. She hated herself for judging Simon. She had not been the perfect 

roommate to Rebecca. 

“I’m sorry, Charlie,” Simon said looking down. When he lifted his face, tears 

filled his eyes. “It wasn’t about you. It was never about you. Kyle was gay. When that 

guy down the hall called me a fag, I just snapped.” 

Charlie’s face remained expressionless. He rubbed his lips together. 

“That makes sense,” Charlie said. “I guess.” 

Simon’s eyes looked pleading. 
 

Rebecca sat in silence and watched. Ashley looked at Rebecca. She had been 

different lately, bordering on morose. Rebecca was watching her parents’ marriage 

unravel, and Ashley was watching Rebecca unravel. 

“So why did you come here?” Charlie asked Simon. “You could have told me all 

this in the letter.” 

“I thought you deserved more than that,” Simon said. “You never did anything to 

me. That night, it was like I wasn’t punching you. I was hitting Kyle.” 

Ashley looked around the table. She didn’t know how any of this had happened. 

When Ashley graduated from high school, she thought freshman year meant freedom. 

Instead, she was imprisoned by an eating disorder. And Charlie had a schizophrenic 

roommate who punished him for being gay. Ashley felt lied to – college wasn’t supposed 

to be like this. It was supposed to be fun. 

Rebecca collected everyone’s plates and made a stack by the sink. She scrubbed 

the dishes methodically. Simon stood up and walked toward the door. 
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“Well, thank you for having me over,” Simon said. “I just wanted to lay it all out. 

I don’t expect you to forgive me right away.” 

Simon seemed sincere. But Ashley wasn’t sure if this was a high point in Simon’s 

mood. Schizophrenia made him a loose cannon. She didn’t know what to expect next. 

“Of course,” Charlie said. “I’d love to see you again soon.” 
 

Simon grabbed his Black Sabbath backpack and walked toward the door. 

“I’m going to go for a walk,” he said. “I’ll be around Waco for a while if you 

want to talk.” 
 

Simon looked frazzled, muttering to himself as he shut the door. 
 

Charlie sat on the sofa and opened his international business textbook. Ashley sat 

next to him. Ashley looked at Charlie in awe. How could someone be so selfless? 

“I think we should talk about this,” she said. 

“What do you mean?” he asked. 

Charlie acted so casually. 
 

“Your old roommate, who made you transfer from SMU, just came to dinner and 

told you he was schizophrenic.” 

“Yeah, I guess that’s not normal,” Charlie said with a grin. “But it makes a lot of 

sense. I feel like I can understand Simon now. And I pity him.” 

Ashley sighed. Charlie was irritatingly forgiving. 
 

“I feel bad for him too,” Ashley said. “But if he ever touches you again, I swear I 
 

will …” 
 

“I know, Ashley.” 

“I still hate him.” 
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Rebecca walked out of the kitchen, appearing distracted. She brushed back her 

curly hair. 

“I thought it wasn’t too bad,” she said. “I’m going to go call my mom. See how 

she is doing with the separation.” 

She took a few steps then turned around. 
 

“I’m proud of you, Charlie,” Rebecca said over her shoulder. 

He smiled. Ashley placed her hand on top of Charlie’s. 

“I think you’re amazing,” Ashley said in a softer tone. “And I understand Simon 

in a way now. I hurt Rebecca last semester. I never attacked her. But I caused her pain 

I’m sure. She had to watch me starve myself and couldn’t help.” 

Ashley thought of the night Rebecca collected her body and took her to the clinic. 

All Ashley saw was blackness before she fainted. When her body hit the concrete with a 

thud, she remembered feeling the cool cement on her back. 

Ashley had trouble looking Rebecca in the eyes without feeling ashamed. 

Rebecca had seen Ashley at her worst – 95 pounds. Ashley wondered how she would 

remember her. Would Rebecca remember the obsessed, frail girl who fainted in the 

parking lot? Ashley hoped she would remember her the way she was today, happy and 

full of life. 

She wasn’t fully recovered yet, which Ashley was reminded of at her last clinic 

appointment. 

“Have you been eating carbs?” the school doctor asked. 
 

Ashley sat on the bench with a forced smile. The doctor wore green scrubs, 

Ashley wore a big T-shirt and leggings. 
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“Yes, I have.” 
 

“You’ve lost two pounds. It’s not alarming yet, but there must have been a 

change.” 

Ashley’s smile faded as she brushed the blonde hair out of her face. 
 

“Well, I’ve been really happy lately,” she said. “I’ve been talking to this great guy 

and I haven’t been as hungry.” 

The doctor didn’t look convinced. 
 

“You need to eat 40 to 60 grams of protein each day. And carbs with each meal.” 

Ashley sighed – she had already heard all this. She spent her entire Christmas 

break learning about nutrition. She observed the doctor, who wasn’t particularly thin. 

Ashley wondered why she felt licensed to give her advice. 

Ashley blushed. She hated when she had those thoughts. She never judged anyone 

as harshly as she did herself, but Ashley faltered sometimes. 

“Yeah, I know,” Ashley muttered. She no longer smiled. 
 

“You’ve been doing so well,” the doctor continued. She looked at Ashley like she 

was a child. “A few more pounds, and the clinic will call your mom.” 

Don’t cry, Ashley told herself. 
 

“I understand that,” Ashley said softly. She couldn’t raise her voice for fear of her 

voice cracking. 

“All right. We will see you next week. I hope you’ve gained those pounds back.” 

Ashley walked out feeling fragile. She stepped without enthusiasm and dialed 

Adam’s phone number. 
 

“Hey! I was going to call you later,” Adam said. “How was working out?” 
 

86 
 
 

  



Ashley cringed. She had lied to Adam and told him she went to the recreation 

center to exercise. He didn’t know she visited the clinic upstairs. 

“Fine,” Ashley said. She could feel the tears coming again. “So I can’t do dinner 

tonight.” 

Ashley couldn’t face Adam – she just wanted to go home and crawl into a ball. 

“Lot of homework?” Adam asked with obvious disappointment. 

“Yeah, homework,” Ashley lied. Then she said goodbye and hung up.  When she 

walked into the apartment, the tears hit, She placed her head on Rebecca’s lap and let 

them fall. 

Ashley didn’t want Rebecca to remember her that way. She wanted to comfort 
 

Rebecca as she struggled with her parents’ separation. 
 

She wanted to prove to Rebecca she was strong. 
 

“Do you think she is going to be okay?” Charlie asked after Rebecca left the room. 

He seemed more worried about her than he was about himself. Ashley shrugged her 

shoulders feeling helpless. 

After a few heartbeats, Rebecca returned to the living room. She stood in front of 
 

Charlie and Ashley still holding the phone. Her face had turned ashen. 

“What’s wrong?” Charlie asked. 

“My mom is filing. For divorce.” 
 

Ashley’s eyes grew larger. But Rebecca didn’t look at Ashley in the eyes. She 

stared above the couch at the blank wall. 

“This is going to be okay,” Charlie said. “What do you need, Rebecca? Do you 

want to go somewhere?” 
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“I think I’m going to go for a drive. Alone.” 
 

Rebecca moved like she was sleepwalking. She grabbed her keys and purse. 

“I’m coming with you,” Ashley said. 

Rebecca nodded and walked out to her Tahoe. Ashley turned on the music to 

lighten the mood. 

“Let’s listen to Justin Timberlake. That will get your mind off of it.” 
 

“No,” Rebecca said. She stared out the windshield. “Nothing happy right now. 

That just seems wrong.” 

Rebecca started the ignition. A few tears fell on her cheeks, but she quickly 

brushed them away. 

“What is my mom going to do?” she asked. She sounded pathetic, like a child. It 

was one of the only times Ashley could remember her sounding weak. 

“Let’s go to Whataburger,” Ashley suggested. “I’ll buy you a milkshake.” 

Rebecca wiped her tears and nodded. 

“That sounds good.” 
 

Rebecca drove across the street and stopped at the red light. When it flashed green, 

Rebecca stomped on the gas pedal. Her car accelerated. Rebecca smiled. Ashley looked 

at the speedometer. It read 60 miles per hour. Rebecca pushed on the gas harder. 
 

She’d never seen Rebecca drive like this. 

Ashley had never seen anyone drive like this. 

“Slow down, girl,” Ashley said. She clutched her hands on the seat. She smiled at 
 

Rebecca. 
 

Rebecca shook her head and tossed her curly hair. 
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“No. I just want to drive.” 

“Seriously, let’s slow down.” 

Rebecca eased off the gas when she saw the next red light. Ashley could breathe 

again. Then the light turned green and Rebecca stomped on the gas. 

“Whataburger is the other way,” Ashley told her. 

“I don’t want to go there anymore.” 

Ashley put her hands over her eyes. Then she peeled back her fingers and looked 

at the road. She didn’t see it at first. Then she saw a figure crossing the street a few yards 

away. Ashley waved her hands. 

“Rebecca, stop ” she yelled. “There’s a person in the street!” 
 

Rebecca hit the brakes but it was too late. Ashley felt a thud and then the air bags 

released. 

“Oh my God,” Rebecca said opening the Tahoe door. “Oh my God. What did I 
 

do?” 
 

They walked to the front of the car and saw the body. Ashley recognized him 

immediately. She raised her hand to her mouth. 

“Simon ” Ashley screamed. “Oh my God  It’s Simon.” 

“Oh my God. What did I do?” 

“Call an ambulance ” Ashley screamed. 
 

Simon’s body lay motionless on the ground. He was curled in a ball. Ashley 

thought of the night Rebecca took her to the clinic. 

She remembered the cold cement on her back. 
 

When the police arrived a few minutes later, Rebecca was sill hyperventilating. 
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She looked like a ghost. 
 

“I don’t know what happened,” Ashley told them. “It happened so quickly. I saw 

him and then it happened.” 

“Have you been drinking?” a police officer asked Rebecca. 

“God, no,” Rebecca said. She was sobbing. “No, no.” 

“We need you to be checked for a concussion,” the officer said. “We’ll follow the 

ambulance to the hospital.” 

“I’m fine ” Rebecca yelled. “It’s Simon.” 
 

“Is he going to be okay?” Ashley asked the ambulance medic. “Is he going to die?” 

The medics wouldn’t answer her. 

Rebecca was still crying. She fell into Ashley’s shoulders and wailed. 

“What did I do?” she cried. 

Ashley called Charlie and told him to come to the hospital. 

“There’s been a car accident,” she told him. 

“Are you all right?” 
 

“We are. It was Simon.” 
 

He didn’t ask any more questions. Ashley and Rebecca rode behind the ambulance 

in the police car. Rebecca buried her face in her knees. 

“No, no no,” she whispered. “I didn’t see him. I would never want to hurt someone 

like that.” 

Rebecca rocked her body as Ashley rubbed her back. 

“I never drive like that.” 
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When they arrived at the hospital, the nurses checked Ashley for a concussion. 

Another nurse led Rebecca down the hall into a different room. 

“I’m fine, I told you,” Ashley told her nurse. 
 

“Your pupils are not dilated,” she said after inspecting Ashley’s eyes. “Does 

your head hurt?” 

“No. Where is Simon? The boy who …“ 
 

“The boy who was hit with a car?” she asked. 

Ashley’s stomach rolled. 

“There’s a boy visiting him,” the nurse said. 

It must be Charlie. 

Charlie was the only boy in Waco who would visit Simon. 
 

Ashley opened the door and ran down the hallway. She ignored the nurse’s yells. 

Ashley saw Rebecca sitting in the room across the hall. 

“I told you I’m fine!” she yelled. 
 

Ashley sprinted past the room. Rebecca would be fine, she told herself. Everyone 

would be okay if Simon was okay. 

She saw Charlie standing at the end of the hallway. He opened the door and 

walked into a room. 

Simon’s room. 
 

Ashley slowed down. She watched Charlie from outside the window. He stood 

above Simon’s bed, looking down at him. 

Ashley saw a doctor walking down the hall and grabbed his shoulder. 

“Is he going to be okay?” she asked. 
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“Simon is fine. He had a minor concussion and a fractured rib. His backpack 

blocked the blow. It was a miracle.” 

Ashley exhaled, her shoulders easing with the breath. Rebecca came running, still 

wearing her hospital gown. 

She looked at Ashley desperately. 

“Charlie is in there with him.” 

Rebecca stood beside Ashley and watched with her. Charlie was turned to the side 

to face Simon. But Ashley could see his mouth moving. Charlie nodded and looked out 

the door window. 

Ashley and Rebecca split and stood against the wall. 

Charlie stepped into the hallway. 

“Simon said he wanted it to happen,” he whispered. “He wanted to get hit.” 

Rebecca shook her head. 

“I could have killed him,” she said. 
 

“You didn’t, though,” Charlie said calmly. 
 

He leaned against the wall then slid down. Ashley and Rebecca sat beside him. 

“When Ashley told me it was Simon, I didn’t know how to feel,” Charlie said. He 

delivered the words slowly. 
 

“You know I would never intentionally …“ Rebecca said. 
 

“I know. But when I saw him in that bed, he looked so weak. And he was so sad. 

He touched my hand.” 

“What did he say?” Ashley asked. She pat Rebecca’s back to calm her down. 

“He said he wanted to die because I would never forgive him. And he would 
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never forgive himself.”  

 Ashley’s eyes watered. 

“But you have forgiven him,” Ashley said. “Did you tell him that?” 
 

“I did,” Charlie whispered. “His therapist wants him to apply to Baylor. He 

thinks it would be good for him.” 

“Are you okay with that?” Ashley asked. 
 

“I just want Simon to be okay,” Charlie said. “I think he is going to be.” 

“He’s lucky to be alive,” Ashley said. 

“He knows that,” Charlie said.  “And he knows I’ve forgiven him.” 

Ashley watched her friend smile in relief. 

“He can move on now,” Charlie said. 

“I’m so glad he is okay,” Ashley said. 

“Me too,” Charlie whispered. 

They stood outside of Simon’s door. Ashley watched Simon, the boy she had 

hated for months, and inhaled. 

He was going to be okay. 
 

“Are we going to be okay?” Ashley asked, breaking the silence. 
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