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Thirty Faces 
 

Anonymous 

 

The receptionist that checked me in had a large brown mole on her cheek. She didn’t  

wear any makeup and looked as if she hadn’t slept soundly in weeks. I imagined she ate TV  

dinners at home with her boyfriend most nights; they didn’t converse much but she always had a  

lot on her mind that she wanted to say. He didn’t notice her mole anymore. She told me I could  

wait in one of the chairs lining the hallway while they checked my bags. They were hospital  

chairs: mauve, disinfected, and rubbery. The receptionist looked up from the computer in front of  

her: “You read the items list, right?” I nodded. I hadn’t. 

  

Going from a small town where I spent every waking moment with the same people, 

to being a foreigner where I’d spend every waking minute with new people, was terrifying. I was 

14 years old when I was admitted into a mental hospital. It was the first time in my life I truly felt  

like a captive. I had lost privileges to my own body: my own mind. My life was in the hands of  

strangers, and the more mistakes I made, the less grasp I had. I remember my experience there in  

faces—everyone’s but my own.  

 

I stayed in Polaris, one of five inpatient buildings. Walking in, I realized I was in the  

adolescent wing. A boy named Amir, who couldn’t have been any older than 11 years old,  

winked in my direction from the back of a line marching out the door. He was rambunctious.  

Amir was round in the face and wore soccer jerseys. He once told me he was going to date me  

when we were both released and we could visit each other on the weekends. He had been living  

in Polaris for two months. I felt bad for him. I decided that if we happened upon each other in ten  

years, we’d start dating. I haven’t seen him since.   

 

Blood pressure, pulse, temperature, meds. Every morning, I was woken at 5 a.m. to my  

nurse, who I can’t for the life of me remember the name of, doing vitals. She had rosacea  

scattered across her cheeks and thin, chapped lips. Her lips were always pursed, slicked in light  

pink lip gloss. “Wake up, sugar plum. I need your arm.” Her footsteps were soft. She crossed the  

room from my side to my roommate’s, gathering information, scribbling on her clipboard. At 7  

a.m., my roommate, Skylar, turned on the light to get ready for breakfast. I heard a groan as she  

tapped on the shower. Our bathroom was equipped with a suicide proof shower, sink, and toilet;  

three drains discouraged us from drowning, and the shower shut off automatically after eight  

minutes.  Skylar was 16, but shorter than me, and had a bad past with her father. She had  

bright blue eyes and a crooked tooth. The first thing she asked me when we met was “Were you  

the one in the ambulance?” I wasn’t. She had come by ambulance 4 weeks before me.  

 

We lined up and marched to the dining hall. I sat by Yan, another 16-year-old. He taught  

me poker during our free-time. Thin, tan, dark brown eyes. His hair was cropped short against  

his head. I imagined he would have a mop of black curls if he let them grow out. 

I found myself guessing my fellow inpatients mental health issues as soon as I knew their  

names. Anorexia, bipolar disorder, depression, attempted suicide, self-harm, drug abuse, PTSD, 

and so on. Being an inpatient felt unnatural, and we all knew it. We bonded over being stripped  

of what few freedoms 9 to16-year-olds could have: no toys outside of the designated recess, no  
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P.C. (physical contact), no clothes that showed skin other than our hands, faces, and necks. We  

were rewarded with plastic tokens if we completed the day without any indiscretions, and forced  

to stay longer if things didn’t go as planned. It made for a balanced amount of tokens between  

those of us that stayed for months versus those that stayed for weeks. At the end of each week,  

on Sunday, anyone with tokens could trade them in for an item from the “junk box.” I traded  

mine in for glow in the dark stars. When I returned home as an outpatient, I stuck them to my  

bedroom ceiling. Oddly enough, they still glow at night.  

 

On the fourth day of my inpatient treatment, I met Xue. She never participated in group  

therapy, and never bothered to appease the staff members. They urged her to contribute.  

 

“Xue, we haven’t heard much from you. What lifestyle changes have you made since coming  

here?”  

 

Xue calmly turned her head from the window to the group: “I’ve ruined my diet.”  It was  

heroic in a way; giving up the possibility of freedom for the sake of integrity. I admired her for  

maintaining her sense of self. She had fine, pin-straight black hair, and her own personal nurse  

named Daria. Daria wheeled Xue around in her wheelchair, and had to help her shower and get  

into bed every night. Xue couldn’t stand Daria: she constantly reminded her of how skinny she  

was. 

 

“You’d look so much better with a little meat on you.” Xue’s bones poked through her  

jeans, and her cheekbones protruded further than her nose. Standing up burned too many calories  

than her body could handle. Tiffany, a freckled, 15-year-old with a smoker’s voice, slept in the  

room adjacent to Xue’s. She whispered to me one night after med rounds that she heard Xue  

crying every night. I wondered how many calories crying burns.  

 

 

Each day in the psychiatric hospital became more mentally exhausting than the last.  

Smile when spoken to. Make sure your smile grows a little bigger each day you stay. Show up  

for meds at 8 p.m. every night, and always sit still during group therapy. Don’t argue with the  

standbys. If you don’t finish your food, you drink it as a milkshake. If you have an episode,  

you’re sedated. Accept that you are powerless: become who they want you to be. I religiously  

followed this routine and was discharged after 10 days. I often think about what would have  

happened if I had taken Xue’s route and stood up for myself; what would have happened if I  

didn’t pretend to become better. I was more concerned with getting out of the omniscient eyes of  

nurses and standbys, taking the mandatory mood-sedatives, and concentrating on my own lack of  

control than I was with my mental health improving. I still wonder what happened to Xue and if  

she ever did get better. 

 

 

There were thirty of us patients in our wing. Thirty faces, thirty souls with stories that  

could never be expressed in group therapy, and fifty-nine eyes (Yan’s left eye was glass) that I  

would never see again. I would like to say my inpatient treatment “cured me” through the  

countless hours of group therapy and the kind words of my nurses. But in reality, the hospital  

didn’t ready me for the outside world, it only forced me to take a step back and look at my life. I  
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saw what I could become if I didn’t try to grow and overcome my demons: if I didn’t become a  

better person. I followed the mantra of “fake it till you make it,” a saying which I found senseless  

until it became my way out. I became what they wanted: obedient. I took my meds, smiled when  

spoken to, and became happy within a matter of days. A year after leaving the hospital, I realized  

that it did benefit me. Inpatient treatment was a threat in many ways: a last resort, and unless I  

didn’t work towards becoming better, I’d become another patient, another face. 

 


