Joline Smith


Callused


I like it when people's feet have calluses. Her’s did. I could see the tough white of her skin against her black plastic flip flops. It always makes me think of ballet. I remember how rough my feet use to be. The skin was thick with layer after layer of healed blisters from where the coarse fabric of my pointe shoes had rubbed. I remember how bad my toes would hurt. After each practice, I would sit in a ball on the linoleum and nurse my bleeding toes. 


I only made the mistake of crying once. My tears mixed with mascara and made neat black lines down my rosy cheeks. I was nine. I was performing my first Ballet on pointe and I just broke my toe. I didn't know it was broken then. Just that it was black and blue and every time I put weight on it I lost my breath in pain. My ballet teacher swept over to me with her long black dress trailing behind her across the stage. The curtains were closed but the stage lights were out and looking up at her was blinding. “Love the pain. Embrace it. You will make it through. Pain is only a reminder of our hard work, and I am so proud of you.” These were the first complementary words I had ever heard from her, and they filled my heart with joy. The pride blocked out the pain, and I preformed my best that night. 


That's the problem with girls: we are taught to love pain from such a young age. That dress that is too sizes too small is beautiful and makes us feel beautiful so it doesn't matter that it is crushing are rib cage. No wonder we have such a warped perception of love. This is what I am thinking as I am holding her as she cries into my shoulder. Her blonde hair smells like pine needles. That boy is beautiful. She thinks he loves her. It doesn't matter that he is breaking her heart, because pain is love, love is pain, and if it hurts, it means you’re doing it right. I think this is a bunch of bullshit. 


I hold her in my arms and rock her back and forth while she cries. She was my roommate by chance but my friend by fate. We are very different, yet somehow compatible, and I love her. I know she hates it here. College is just not for her. She is depressed, doesn't like living in the dorm, and he doesn't help things. He makes her so happy sometimes. In fact, I sometimes think he is the only thing that makes her happy these days, when things are good. When things are bad its back to me stroking her hair as she cries. 


I walked in on her sobbing one day. She was on the phone with her parents and they were trying to convince her to take medicine for her depression. She refuses. She doesn't want to be dependent. I don't think a pill could cure her of this problem anyways. I think that this problem is deep set in history. Girls are bred to love this pain. 


I take her to the arb and we lay on a blanket beneath the sun. She is an earthy person by nature and looks at home in the grass. Beautiful. Not that she isn't always, but especially here. We sit in silence for a few minutes, until she looks up at me with her steel gray eyes. 


“Sometimes I hate myself.” 


“You shouldn't,” I say.


“But I do. I feel like a failure. I can't do anything right.”


“That's not true”


“That's what he thinks”


“He's an idiot”


She laughs and it sounds like bells. I am happy to hear her laugh. It never really happens anymore. We fall quiet. She runs her finger across a blade of grass, scrapping its skin. I watch as the green accumulates under her well groomed fingernails. “He loves me,” she says after a few minutes of silence. It’s in a timid voice and I can tell it’s not a statement, but a question. “He doesn't love you. This isn't love. Love shouldn't hurt this way”. I know it's harsh. I know it will hurt her, but I have to tell the truth. “You just don't understand.” There is pain beneath the anger in her voice that I am all too familiar with. She stands and storms off. 


I don't go back to the room right away. I want to give her time to cool off and be alone. I wander around the park for hours thinking about everything but nothing for too long. It is nice to be outside. The air is cool but the sun is warm. The woods smell fresh and clean. It makes me miss home a little. I would often go for adventures in the woods around my house when I needed to clear my head or just be away from my parents for a while.


By the time I return home it is already dark. The sun of afternoon is gone and now I am cold. I climb the stairs of my dorm. I knock loudly on my door. No one answers. I fumble to open my purse and find my room key. Annoyed, I swipe my card. I know she is mad at me but she could still open the damned door. I walk through the frame, and stop dead in my tracks.


She is sprawled out on her back, passed out. The liquor bottle is still clasp in her hand. I walk towards her. My foot knocks into the plastic bottle and tiny white pills spill out across the wood floor of our room. I scream. My hallmates come running. Someone pulls out cell phone out of their pocket and somewhere in the background I can hear the emergency call as I collapse onto my bed. 


It is about a week later when her parents come to move her stuff out of the door room. I just can't watch. I leave the room and go to the arb. It smells like pine. It reminds me of her hair. I can't stop the tears from falling. 


When I go back to the room it is so empty. It is lonely and I can hardly stand it. My hallmates hover around me. They say they want to watch this show with me, or paint my nails, or whatever. Really they are just scared to leave me alone. It suites me fine. I don't want to be alone. This is too new and right now it hurts to much, but someday, she will be a callus on my heart. 








