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I Decided Not to Write a Story About Being Cured

For a long time, I thought I had no right to write about recovery. I still take too little pleasure in things that are mine alone. A harmless question can still put an edge in my mind. I have not entirely lost the habit of hearing interference or distrust in other people's words. I can be doing well and then, without much warning, slide back into the old inertia. I was afraid that if someone like me wrote about recovery, I would make an unfinished story sound complete.

Then I began to think that some stories can be told precisely because they are unfinished.

I am not someone who defeated depression. I am someone who spent years declaring himself a failure and, in the process, lost his capacity for joy. I am also someone who has been changing, little by little, through psychiatric care and medication, therapy and rest, journaling and walking, and the patience of his family. There was a time when I could survive a day and remember only what I had failed to do. Now, once in a while, I can feel the fact that I live with my family, that there is work waiting for me, that today is not identical to yesterday. The difference is not dramatic. It is real.

There was no single turning point in my life. A diagnosis did not make me better overnight. The problems in my daily life remained after I began medication and therapy. Beginning to receive help and immediately becoming well are not the same thing.

I improved in therapy and fell apart again. I slept for months, then I walked. I came home from that walk and rediscovered the pleasure of working, but I still knew how to erase a person from my heart. The day after I recognized how quickly I heard an attack in my supervisor's questions, I became angry at a similar question all over again. Recovery was not reaching a state in which one insight prevented every repetition. Sometimes it was only the ability to look at my own mind for a few seconds on a day that seemed to have carried me back to the same place.

I do not want to turn my family's patience into something purely beautiful. The fact that I was suffering does not erase the strain or the hurt I caused them. I spent my strength producing results at work and came home depleted. I was not an easy person to live with. I loved them and could not respond. I felt sorry and could not move. That time belongs in any honest account of my recovery.

In daily life, I sometimes used an AI-assisted journal to record what had happened and the thoughts that had appeared automatically. It did not replace a therapist or a doctor. It was closer to a notebook that let me capture what I had heard as an attack before memory blurred, then bring that material into therapy. This book may be an extension of those notes. It is less an attempt to pass judgment on the kind of person I was than to examine the thoughts I had mistaken for facts.

I decided not to write a story about being cured. I would write the days when I improved beside the days when I sank again. I wanted to preserve a direction, not announce a result. I have not arrived. But I am no longer lying motionless in exactly the same place.

If anyone reads this book, I do not want to tell that person to do what I did. I waited too long to see a doctor. I spent too long reaching verdicts alone. I also set out on a long walk before I was properly prepared. Chance, help, and the labor of people around me—much of which I failed to see at the time—are all part of what happened. This story must remain the account of one person learning to interpret his life differently, not a method.

Recovery did not begin with a grand emotion. I did not wake up one morning in love with life. The old sense of failure did not disappear. It began when I changed, by a degree, one of the names I used for myself; when I spoke to my family even if the words came late; when I admitted that I needed help. Some changes were so small that they looked like no change at all. But I lived for a long time when even those small changes were absent. I no longer want to dismiss them carelessly.

Before writing this book, I thought my story was too ordinary to be worth keeping. Leaving an exam behind, going to work, struggling after the birth of a child, finding a doctor and a therapist—these things could happen in countless lives. But the word ordinary can keep pain from being spoken. Without a catastrophe, suffering can feel like something you have no right to claim.

I am not writing to prove that a special tragedy happened to me. I want to remember the years when I continued to function on the outside while calling myself a failure within. I needed to tell myself first that a person can work, have a family, speak normally in front of other people, and still be falling apart. I wanted to see whether changing the way I understood myself might also change my daily life, slowly enough that the movement was almost invisible.

I'm still getting better.
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The Smart, Well-Behaved Child
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1
I Thought I Wasn't Lonely
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My parents divorced when I was three. For a long time, I never asked what that had meant for me. I grew up with my father and my grandparents.

My family adored me. As an adult, I sometimes wondered whether they had given me extra tenderness because they felt sorry for their son and grandson. But to the child I was, the reasons mattered less than the presence of people who fed me and cared for me when I was sick. I thought I wasn't lonely.

At dinner, I would tell them what had happened at school. On days when there was nothing to tell, I would add that I had run around the playground or repeat something a teacher had said. My grandmother pushed side dishes toward me and told me to eat more. My father listened and laughed. I did not think that table was special. It was always there, so it never occurred to me that it could be lost.

When visitors came, I was often the first to greet them. The adults called me a good boy, and I liked hearing it. If I smiled and said hello properly, people seemed relieved. Whenever I had to explain what kind of child I was, it was easier to be cheerful and obedient.

When anyone asked about my childhood, I gave the same answer: my parents had divorced, but my father and grandparents had given me a great deal of love. It was true. I did not want to be seen as a pitiable child, and I did not want to see myself that way.

I cannot accurately remember what my mother's absence felt like. I do not intend to manufacture scenes I cannot remember out of emotions I have now. The child I recall was mostly spirited. He laughed and played and believed he was fine.

But a strange condition was attached to that belief: if I was loved this much, I had no right to suffer. Whenever life became difficult, I was the first person to ask:

What could possibly be so hard?

It was not a question seeking an answer. It was closer to a gag. You have a good job—what is so hard? You have a family—what could you lack? You have a child—why aren't you happy? The wording changed, but as an adult I kept using the same question to corner myself.

I still do not want to revise the truth that my family loved me. My grandparents and my father wanted me to do well, and they never hid it. That is why beginning the story of my childhood with deprivation feels unnatural.

The problem was that the memory of being loved was so clear that there was no room to speak about any other feeling. Whether I had days of hurt, whether I wondered about my mother, whether I had truly never been lonely—those memories are blurred. If I answered I was fine instead of I don't know, the conversation ended quickly. I used that short answer for years.

Even now, when I talk about my family, I begin by defending them. They treated me very well, I explain. They did not raise me to be lonely. I mean it. But the speed with which I defend them when no accusation has been made shows me how little practice I have in holding love beside any other emotion.

I was unquestionably a loved child. I still cannot say with certainty whether I was a lonely one. I have only recently begun to consider that both could be true. I do not want to rebuild my childhood as a wound, but I no longer want to cover all of it with the words I was fine.

When my grandmother was ill, time in the house changed. The adults lowered their voices, and I had a few more things to do. I do not remember feeling especially lonely then. If anything, I seem to have believed that I must not become another source of worry. I did not know what help a child could offer. I thought it might be enough to look like a child who was doing well.

Looking back, perhaps I was not a child without feelings but a child without many words for them. I did not know how much lay between sadness and hurt. So when someone asked whether I was all right, I said I was. That answer protected me. It also made me harder to see.

At home, it was easier to remain the obedient child. When the adults looked busy or worried, I chose to say a little less about myself. No one taught me to do that, but it seemed as though the house became quieter when I looked fine. I cannot claim that a child's expression controlled the mood of an entire household. I do think I learned early how to read the air in a room.

That habit later became my inability to say that I was struggling. The kinder someone was to me, the less entitled I felt to complain. In my private arithmetic, a loved person should be grateful, and a grateful person should not say that life hurt. I can see now how strange that calculation was. Old feelings do not surrender merely because logic has exposed them.

I remember coming home from school and first checking who was there. My grandmother in the kitchen, my grandfather watching television, my father arriving after work—these presences felt ordinary. The sense of having a family remains in smells and sounds more than in words: dinner being prepared, adults talking, a voice noticing that I had come in. Inside those sounds, I did not feel alone.

Years later, on painful days, I kept asking myself: with so many people beside you, how can you be unhappy? The memory of being loved helped me endure. At times it also made me doubt whether I deserved to ask for help. I believed that a loved person ought to be fine, that a grateful person ought to speak less about pain. I am still learning that those are not the same thing.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

2
The Model Child on Sundays
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My family went to church. It was a small country church, and there was no one my age.

At church, I believed I had to look good and well behaved. I had to listen to the adults, sit quietly, and never let anyone see that I did not want to be there. No one issued those instructions every Sunday. I still knew which expression to wear.

The truth was simple. I did not want to go.

On Sunday mornings, I wanted to watch the Disney cartoons on television and then go outside with the neighborhood children. My friends did not attend church. While I was gone, they spent the day together.

The cartoon theme song would be playing while I watched with the volume turned low. When someone told me to change my clothes, I moved more slowly for no reason. Getting ready quickly would have made it look as though I wanted to go. It was worse on mornings when I heard my friends outside. I could not always make out where they were planning to go, but I knew the day was beginning somewhere without me.

The drive was usually quiet. My father drove, and I watched the fields and trees pass outside the window, replacing the figures who had been running across the television screen minutes earlier. At church, I had to greet the adults first. Long before we arrived, I was already choosing the face I would put on.

Compared with what happened later in my life, one cartoon and a few hours of play look trivial. To a child, they were almost the whole of Sunday. I rarely made a scene. A good child, I must have thought, did not throw a tantrum over something like that.

The church had unwritten rules. Greet people properly. Sit still during worship. Look like a child from a faithful family. I waited inwardly for time to pass and outwardly sat as though nothing was wrong.

I cannot say that this performance began in church. I can say that it resembled the person I became. At work, I completed my assignments even when I was struggling. Then I came home unable to do anything and told myself I must be fine because I had managed to show up. I learned to assemble the required appearance before asking what was happening inside me.

The child I was on Sunday mornings did not want to make some grand declaration against church. He wanted to finish his cartoon and play with his friends. Even a desire that small felt difficult to state. Beside something my family considered important, what I wanted seemed insignificant.

Nothing terrible happened inside the church. That made the feeling harder to voice. If no one had mistreated me, saying I did not want to go felt like bad behavior. I had begun to think that dislike was legitimate only when there was visible harm.

That standard followed me. If a workplace was tolerable, I should not say it was wearing me down. If I loved my family, I should not say that I wanted to be alone. I do not now declare church to be the source of that habit. I only know that my inability to express a small refusal in small words lasted a long time.

A sense of duty helped me endure. It also delayed my recognition of how tired I had become. On Sundays there were cartoons I wanted to watch and friends I wanted to join. Instead of saying no, I chose to sit quietly. That much I remember clearly.

After worship, while the adults talked, I often looked outside. I waited alone at the edge of the churchyard for their conversations to end. I do not know whether having no friends there made me profoundly sad. I do remember the unmistakable feeling that the time I wanted was happening elsewhere. When that feeling goes unspoken for long enough, eventually even the thing you wanted becomes hard to name.

By the time we returned home, another program had replaced the cartoons. I did not know exactly what my friends had done without me. I ate dinner as usual. I assumed there was no price for leaving a small disappointment unspoken. But an unspoken feeling does not vanish. It may simply remain in a form you do not recognize.

Perhaps what I disliked most on the ride home was not worship itself but the sense that my own mind did not matter. Church was
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