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I was almost fifty when, for the first time in my life, I seriously asked myself a question:

Does my own life belong to me?

Not during a meeting. Not in a psychologist’s office. Not after some dramatic event that instantly divides life into “before” and “after.”

The question came quietly. On an ordinary day. One of those days when, on the surface, nothing unusual seems to happen: people are going to work, traffic is crawling through the streets, your phone is once again reminding you of things that need to be done, someone is waiting for your reply, someone needs your help, somewhere you have to be on time, something has to be resolved.

Life went on exactly as it always had. Yet inside me, something suddenly came to a halt. I did not understand at first what it was. I only knew that, for the first time in a very long while, I felt tired. Not physically. My body had long since grown accustomed to being tired.

I was tired in a deeper way.

It is the kind of weariness that does not come from work itself, but from playing the same role for far too long. The good son. The good husband. The good father. The good employee. The good manager. The person who will cope. The person who will help. The person who will never let anyone down.

I had spent so many years trying to be needed that, one day, I almost stopped understanding where I was in the middle of it all.

I am not a psychologist. I have no intention of teaching anyone how to live.

This book was not born because I found the answers. It was born because, one day, I finally found the courage to ask myself a question. A question that is both very simple and profoundly frightening:

Does my own life belong to me?
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There are questions we ask ourselves every day.

What needs to be done today? Whom should I answer? Where do I need to go? What should I buy? How am I going to solve yet another problem?

These are familiar questions. They demand quick decisions. They fill a day, then a week, then a month, and eventually entire years. But there are other questions that may remain unasked for decades—not because they are unimportant, but because we are simply too busy to hear them. One of those questions stopped me one day:

Whose life is this?

Mine?

Or the one others expected me to live?

I did not realize at first how dangerous that question was. Not dangerous to life itself, but dangerous to the familiar order of things. Because once it has been asked, it becomes almost impossible to go on pretending that everything is fine.

You can still go to work. Talk to people. Solve problems. Help others. Smile. Yet something inside you has already begun to change. You begin to notice how often you say things you do not really feel. How often you agree not because you want to, but because it is easier that way. How often you choose other people's expectations instead of yourself.

And then, one day, you realize:

I know how to be needed.

But do I know how to be myself?

That question became the beginning of my journey. Not the answer. The question itself.

Because sometimes life changes not when we find a solution, but when, for the first time, we have the courage to name the problem honestly.

For a long time, I did not know how to say, "I want."

It always seemed too loud. Too selfish. Too wrong. It was much easier to say, "I don't know." "Whatever you want." "Let's do it if that's what you want."

Those answers made me polite. Easy to live with. Calm. But there was very little of me left in them.

Only many years later did I begin to understand that a person can quietly disappear from his own life. Without tragedy. Without disaster. Without a dramatic fall. Simply by moving a little farther away from himself every single day.

Today, I no longer want to live like that. I do not always know what I want. I cannot always answer the question straight away. But at least now I ask it. And perhaps that is where every return begins—not with great decisions or beautiful promises, but with one honest question:

Does my own life truly belong to me?

When I first asked myself that question, the answer seemed obvious.

Of course it belongs to me.

How could it be otherwise?

But the longer I reflected on it, the more often memories from different moments of my life returned to me.

Why did I hate going home when I was a child?

Why was it always so important to me that other people should be pleased with me?

Why did I keep choosing a path that demanded everything I had to give?

Why was I so afraid of disappointing someone?

Why did the word should always sound louder than the words I want?

I was not looking for excuses.

I was looking for an answer.

And the deeper I searched my memory, the more clearly, I came to understand one thing.

No one is born unable to hear themselves.

It is not something that happens in a single day.

It does not arrive all at once.

It happens gradually.

Year after year.

Sentence after sentence.

Choice after choice.

Until, one day, a person no longer notices where their own desires end and other people's expectations begin.

I wanted to understand when that had happened to me.

Not to blame anyone.

Nor to rewrite the past.

The past cannot be changed.

But it can be understood.

And sometimes understanding itself becomes the first step toward freedom.

So, if you are willing, let us go back.

Back to the place where a little boy, every day after school, chose the longest road home.

I believe that was where the story truly began—the story that, many years later, I would give a very simple title:

Returning to Myself.
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To be honest, I do not remember my childhood very well.

Sometimes it even seems strange to me that a person can remember dozens of technical details, the faces of people they have not seen for many years, events that happened during their years of service, and yet struggle to recall their own childhood.

I do not remember many holidays. I do not remember which toys were my favorites. I cannot tell you what my first day at school was like or what I was given for my seventh birthday.

But there is one memory that has remained with me in remarkable clarity.

I am walking home from school.

Or rather... not quite home.

I am walking in the direction of my house, but I keep finding reasons to delay my arrival. First, I walk one classmate home. Then another. Sometimes I deliberately turn into a neighboring street, even though I know perfectly well that I will have to walk back again afterwards.

I never begrudged that time.

Quite the opposite.

Every extra minute felt like a small victory.

Now, after so many years, I understand that none of my classmates probably noticed anything unusual. To them, I was simply a boy who liked wandering around after school.

And I believed that myself. I thought I simply enjoyed being outside. I liked talking to my friends. I liked watching people hurrying about their lives. I liked the feeling that the day was not over yet.

But one day, many years later, I suddenly organize that none of this was entirely true.

It was never really about the street.

It was about home.

I did not want to go back there.

Not because anyone beat me.

Not because I was expecting to be punished.

No.

It was far more complicated than that, and therefore much harder to explain.

Every time I came close to home, a feeling I could not understand would begin to grow inside me. Today I would call it anxiety. Back then, all I knew was its weight.

Even before I reached the door, I would begin thinking about what I was going to say when my mother asked why I was late again. I rehearsed explanations in my mind before she had asked me a single question. I searched for a story that would sound convincing.

The strangest part is that I did not want to do any of that. I did not like lying. Yet, somehow, almost every day I found myself believing that I had no other choice.

Perhaps that is why the road home kept growing longer.

Today I understand that I was not running away from my home at all.

I was running away from the feeling that appeared every time I had to open the door.

When I try to return to those years in my mind today, I do not want to understand what was happening around me so much as what was happening inside me. Unfortunately, memory does not work that way. It almost never answers our questions directly. It never says, “This is the reason.” It simply offers us fragments.

I remember the schoolyard.

I remember my heavy schoolbag, which somehow always seemed heavier at the end of the day than it had been that morning.

I remember the smell of chalk in the classroom and the wet mittens drying on the radiators in winter.

I remember my teachers’ faces.

I remember the road.

But I remember very little of myself.

Perhaps that is why these pages are so difficult to write. I do not want to invent anything. I do not want to make my childhood seem either worse or better than it really was. I simply want to tell the truth about it—as honestly as that is still possible forty years later.

Sometimes I think that children are incapable of analyzing their own lives.

They simply live them.

A child does not say to himself, “I am lonely.” He simply goes outside the first chance he gets.

He does not think, “I need more attention.” He is simply happy when an adult suddenly begins talking to him as though he matters.

He never says the word happiness to himself.

He simply knows that, at this moment, he feels good.

Perhaps that is why one of the warmest memories of my childhood is connected neither with a holiday nor with a present.

It is connected with a man who lived next door to us for only a few months.

His name was Uncle Yura.

In reality, he was only twenty-five years old, but to a group of seven- and eight-year-old boys he seemed like a real grown-up. He had a family of his own, a small child, responsibilities of his own. Today, being almost twice the age, he was then, I often find myself wondering how many things must have demanded his time. And yet, almost every evening, he somehow found time for us.

We gathered in the courtyard, and he invented games for us, organized little competitions, taught us how to do pull-ups, how to run, how to be a team. Today people would probably call it a children’s sports club.

Back then, it was simply part of our lives.

I do not remember him ever lecturing us. I do not remember long conversations about how we ought to behave. But there is something else I remember with remarkable clarity.

I remember how peaceful it felt to be around him.

Perhaps children sense such things more keenly than adults do. They cannot explain why, but they instinctively know which grown-ups allow them to be themselves. I think that was exactly what I felt whenever Uncle Yura was nearby.

He was part of my childhood for only a few months, yet, for some reason, my memory has preserved him far more carefully than many people who remained in my life for years. Perhaps it is not the amount of time that matters, but what a person leaves behind. Sometimes one calm adult who knows how to listen leaves a deeper mark on a child than dozens of perfectly worded lessons about life.

There was nothing heroic about what he did. He simply came out into the courtyard, gathered us around him, and spent time with us as though it truly mattered. To him, we were not a noisy group of boys disturbing the adults after work. We were young people worthy of his time. Looking back now, I think that may have been the most important gift he gave us. A child knows immediately when an adult merely tolerates his presence, and he knows just as well when an adult is genuinely happy to be there.

I do not remember all the games and exercises he invented for us. I do not remember how many of us there were or which boys came most often. What I do remember is the feeling.

When he was there, I did not have to stay on guard all the time. I did not have to guess an adult’s mood, choose my words carefully, or wonder in advance what I might be scolded for. I could simply be a seven- or eight-year-old boy—running, making mistakes, laughing, asking foolish questions, never feeling that my presence was a burden to anyone.

Then he left.

The adults probably saw it as nothing more than an ordinary move. People move away. They change cities, jobs, apartments, and life goes on. But children experience such things differently. They do not always understand the reasons. They do not know how to say goodbye. They cannot imagine that some people enter our lives only for a little while. One day they simply discover that the person beside whom they felt safe is no longer there.

I do not remember whether I cried.

Most likely I did not.

As a child, I was never very good at showing feelings like that.

But now, after so many years, I can say something that I could never have said then:

There was simply too little of him in my life.

Perhaps it was around that time that I first began to understand that a person can live in two worlds at once.

One of them was real.

It was the world where I had to go to school, do my homework, return home, listen to adults, and live according to rules created by other people.

The other belonged to me alone.

It existed on no map. No teacher ever spoke about it. I had never read about it in any book.

And yet, to me, it was just as real as the courtyard outside our window or the street I walked along every day on my way home.

That world was called Terra de Magistro.
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Today, I can no longer remember how that name first came into being. I do not know whether I once heard similar words somewhere or invented them myself. Somehow, that no longer seems important. What matters is something else. At that moment, I desperately wanted there to be a place where everything would be as it felt right to me.

I drew a map of my country with the same care that real cartographers must once have used when they traced unknown continents onto paper. My country had its own cities, its own roads, its own borders, and its own names. It seemed only natural to me that it should also have its own history, and if it had a history, then things had to happen there.

Before long, it had its own newspaper as well.

It sounds rather amusing now, of course. A few sheets of paper covered with a child's handwriting can hardly be called a newspaper in the usual sense of the word. But to me, it was a real editorial office. I invented the news, wrote about what had happened in my country, reported important events that had never taken place anywhere in the real world, yet were entirely real to me.

I cannot remember a single reader of that newspaper.

Most likely, there never was one.

And, to be honest, I do not think I ever wrote it for anyone else.

I wrote it for myself.

Perhaps, for the first time in my life, I had created a place where I felt at peace.

Now, after so many years, I sometimes think about that little boy sitting at his desk with a few pencils, a ruler, and several sheets of paper, completely absorbed in the world he had invented.

Back then, I thought I was simply playing.

Now I think I was learning how to live.

I do not know what became of the map of Terra de Magistro. Like so many things from childhood, it probably disappeared one day without anyone noticing. Perhaps it was left in an old drawer, thrown away during some forgotten clean-up, or lost during yet another move together with countless other sheets of paper that adults rarely consider worth keeping.

The newspapers disappeared as well—those newspapers I produced with such seriousness, as though there really were readers somewhere waiting for the latest news from my country. Sometimes I regret that I cannot hold them in my hands again, spread them across a table, look at the uneven lines, the imaginary names of cities, the childish mistakes that must have seemed completely unimportant to me at the time.

It is not the map I wish I could see.

It is the boy who drew it.

I want to understand what he was like during those moments when he disappeared completely into his own world. I imagine him sitting in deep concentration, bent over a sheet of paper, forgetting everything around him for a while. In those moments, he did
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