HAPPY PILL
by Emma Too Min Ting

Depression rates among teenagers aged between 13 to 19 spike once again, hitting a new high of 70%. This means that 7 in 10 teenagers currently struggle with depression. These numbers have ministers and health professionals struggling to find a cure. Will they finally be able to end this long fight against depression, or will depression continue to plague the nation’s youth?


“Rise and shine, Kai. It’s time for school.” 

The automated voice of his virtual assistant, Celeste, blared through the speakers of the house. 

“5 more minutes…” Kai groaned, trying to shut out the incessant blaring of his alarm. 

“Rise and shine, Kai. It’s time for school.” 

The program repeated the same phrase over and over, until its master finally complied. 

Once it had detected that there was no longer any presence on the bed, the alarm automatically shut off. 

“Okay, okay! I’m awake now. Gosh, you’re so annoying,” Kai hissed. 

“Good morning to you too, Kai,” Celeste replied in her robotic voice. 

He let out another frustrated groan, and trudged to the bathroom to get himself cleaned up for yet another day of school. 

He stood in front of his costume assistant after cleaning himself up, swiping through his fashionable options before finding an outfit he was satisfied with. 

He clicked on it, and within milliseconds, his wardrobe opened and revealed his outfit of the day. 

“Good choice, Kai. It looks great on you,” Celeste’s voice reverberated through the walls of his home once again. “Your breakfast is ready in the dining room.”

A sandwich - prepared in his Michelin-starred e-kitchen - was indeed waiting for him outside, packed with all the nutrients he required for his day. 

He picked up the sandwich along with his backpack that was waiting for him at the door. 

“Lock the doors, Celeste,” he instructed as he left the house. 

“Doors have been locked. Have a wonderful day at school, Kai.”

“Good morning, students.” 

The classroom’s whiteboard crumbled into tiny pixels, before a large pixelated projection came alive.

It was the Education Minister. 

“Are any of you feeling blue this morning? Are you feeling like your day just won’t get any better? Are you feeling hopeless and miserable? Well, fret not. After years of research and experiments, the ministry has finally discovered a cure for a disease that has struck our nation for centuries and ruined the livelihoods of many—depression,” he began. 

“The cure is nothing other than this yellow bottle I have here with me today—Happy Pills! With Happy Pills, you will never feel sad again, and you can say bye to depression!” he continued, eyes sparkling as he spoke with sheer enthusiasm. 
 
“These pills will be administered to all students starting tomorrow morning. Your teachers will distribute one pill to you every morning for your immediate consumption. I hope you’re all as delighted as I am with this news. That will be all from me today. Have a wonderful day ahead.” 

With that, the hologram shattered into a million pixels, before coalescing back together to form a whiteboard again. 

Kai stared blankly at the front of the class, twirling a pen in between his fingers.

Cure for depression, he had mentioned. 

What would it be to experience happiness again? 

It seemed like he last felt happiness ages ago. 

Despite him being a part of the ‘lucky’ 30% of teenagers undiagnosed with depression, happiness still felt like a foreign emotion in his world. 

When everyone around you is so gloomy, how would you be able to feel happy yourself? 

He let out a soft sigh, and shook his head to try to get his thoughts out, and focus on the ongoing lesson. 

Whatever. There was nothing he could do anyway, but pray that it would work. 

The day much awaited by many finally arrived.

The day of cure for all teenagers nationwide. 

The day to remember. 

Kai was one of the last few in the snaking queue. He could see his classmates eagerly taking the yellow pill from Miss Kate, the class' form teacher, and washing it down their throats with water.

That procedure was repeated over and over until it got to Kai. 

He too simply followed suit. He popped the happy pill into his mouth, and washed it down with the cup of water.

As soon as he swallowed the pill, it felt as though a bolt of electricity surged through his veins. 

His back instantaneously straightened, and he felt about a hundred times more vigilant than he ever felt before. 

All the lethargy he felt earlier that morning had miraculously dissipated. 

He felt excited. He could not wait for lessons to start.  

Woah. He thought, genuinely surprised. Was it that effective? 

It had barely been a minute since he took the pill, yet he was already experiencing its effects. 

Maybe the happy pill was a better idea than he had thought it was.

Indeed, Kai was right.

That day was the beginning of a complete transformation countrywide. 

After weeks of having all students take the happy pill every morning, its effects were gradually coming to light. 

Kai was definitely not used to the new atmosphere he was in. 

The school was now filled with smiles and laughter, contrary to the despondent and disconsolate atmosphere he had formerly experienced every morning. 

Everybody was smiling now, and that made Kai smile too. 

After living in a bleak and gloomy world for so long, watching everyone around him get their souls robbed by depression, and losing all hope of change, Kai was truly grateful to be living in the age of a successful cure. 

Bless the nation’s wonderful government. 

‘HAPPIEST CITY IN THE WORLD’ 

It had been a year since the first administration of the happy pills to students. 

The nation earned itself another title yet again. Prior to this, it had already ranked first in the world for having the highest intelligence quotient and education attainment, titles it has held for decades. It has also been dubbed as the ‘Perfect City’ year on year. 

Talk about being the epitome of an overachiever. 

The government was pleased. 

Moreover, students no longer felt downcast at the sight of assignments and examinations. 

Instead, their faces lit up brightly with every new assignment issued to them, and examinations were welcomed like birthday parties. 

The Ministry was satisfied with this. 

It further proved to them that depression was the root of the education system’s problems. 

It was not the never-ending pile of assignments given to the students nor the numerous examinations that had led to depression, unlike what all those ignorant psychologists had said back then. 

It was depression itself, plaguing the students’ minds and causing a big dent in their academic results. 

As a result of its success on students, the government decided to push it out to the rest of the nation, for everyone else to consume. 

They were returned with even better results. 

Now the entire nation was happy, much to the government’s delight. 
 
***


“Rise and shine, Kai. It’s time for school.” 

Celeste’s automated voice blared through the speakers of the house. 

Kai got up as soon as it sounded, climbing off his bed. 

“Good morning, Celeste!” he greeted cheerfully as he made his way to the bathroom. 

“Good morning to you too, Kai. You’re in a good mood as usual,” the virtual assistant replied crisply. 

He stood in front of his costume assistant as usual, watching as a wide smile unquestionably spread across his face.

However, as he reached out to touch his device to go through his clothes, he noticed four words scrawled in black ink and big, messy handwriting on his left forearm. 

DON’T TAKE THE PILL. 

Almost as soon as he was able to finish reading the four words, as if on cue, a sharp pain exploded in his head, and he crumpled onto the ground in agony. 

A series of images flashed through his mind. 

A dark alleyway. A tall, barbed wall. People smiled eerily at him as their bony hands reached out to grab him. 

Agonizing screams rang in his ears. 

A cry of pain escaped his lips, as he pulled at his hair, hoping to make the throbbing pain in his head go away. 

It was to no avail. 

However, only seconds after, the pain suddenly vanished altogether. 

A smile stretched across his visage again, and Kai got up from the ground, unsure of how he had ended up there in the first place. 

He looked at the ink on his arm, and thought nothing of it, went to the sink to scrub it off. 

He went about his usual routines before setting off for another school day. 

***

The next day, he awoke to the same four words scrawled on his right forearm. 

The same sharp pain exploded in his head. 

The same images ran through his mind’s eye. 

The same agonizing screams rang through his ears. 

He cried out in pain again. 

And similarly, the pain went away shortly after, the smile returned to his face, and he went off to school as usual, not remembering anything that had occurred.

***

The same ordeal occurred the following day, and the day after that, and the day after that. 

It happened like clockwork. 

But as usual, not a second of the ordeal was remembered by Kai as he went through with the rest of his day. 

***

Until one day, when the pain did not stop. 

It pounded on his head for the entire day, so much so he struggled keeping a smile on his face. 

But thankfully, no one seemed to notice his faltering smile. 

Not yet, at least. 

For this pain continued to linger all the way until he awoke the following day. 

However, it was going to be different this morning. 

A daring thought, a thought that he would have been so greatly punished for if anyone had heard him think it out loud, crossed his mind. 

Maybe the pain was caused by the happy pills. 

Maybe, just for that one morning, he would heed the advice of the four words scrawled on his arm that he had formerly deemed as nonsense, instead of the Ministry’s. 

His mind screamed at him not to, but his gut feeling was telling him to go for it. 

Kai had always listened to his head more than his heart since young, so for the first time in forever, when his mind was filled with sheer agony, he was going to trust his gut feeling. 

***
That day, Kai did not take the pill. 

It was simple. He hid the pill under his tongue, and spat it back out into the cup of water when he drank it. 

His head felt less pain. 

***

The next day, Kai did not take the pill again. 

His head felt even less pain. 

***

For the subsequent days, Kai did not take the pill. 

The pain soon went away. 

But so did his smile. 

It began faltering bit by bit, so much so he had to stand in front of his mirror and spend minutes forcing a big smile to stretch across his lips before going to school. 

That was okay, though. At least his head did not hurt anymore.

He felt normal again. 

With that, he continued this new life. 

He faked a smile and went to school, secretly spat the pill out, and listened through every  lesson. 

Ironically, he liked this new life. 

For when everyone began waking up with a smile way too wide and eerie to pass off as a happy smile, and when joyous laughter began to turn into cackles, Kai was able to keep a sane smile on. 

And when all his schoolmates began screaming, begging and clawing for more happy pills from the ministry so they could feel even happier than they already did, Kai was able to sit there and watch them stoically, feeling satisfied enough with the smile he wore every morning. 

Kai was glad. 

For when the nation began to turn into a place full of crazed, insanely ecstatic monsters, Kai just sat and watched. 

It was good that he had listened to his gut. 

Who knew it was a warning?

A warning sent to everyone from the last sane cell in their body, but why was he the only one who listened? 

***
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