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Prologue

			Have you ever thought about the way the world interacts with itself? Moments and events that change your life trajectory, creating their own set of moments. How the actions and emotions of others impact you? How you impact the world around you? These questions are equally important since we don’t live in a bubble. 

			There are a handful of moments in one’s life that can be pin-pointed as life changing. Even in its simplicity, it took time for me to understand what the following moment meant for me and beyond.
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			I sit on my leather couch in my spot. The leather is wrinkled across a slight depression. The cushion no longer has the tautness of the others, and the closest arm rest has an extra scratch or two. It’s noticeable where the most minutes have been spent sitting in it. It places me in the middle of the room, centred in front of the television with easy access to the kitchen. The flat arm-rest is a stable place to put the television remotes and my phone. 

			I curl my legs up onto the couch using my remaining energy. I look at the clock that hangs on the wall that typically reminds me when it’s time to move on, and then out the front window connecting me to the outside world. 

			Throughout the day, I’ve been feeling progressively tired, like the energy is being sucked away by a parasite. I had left to walk to the gym and half way along decided to turn around. My legs had felt like I’d swapped out my shoes for cement blocks. My heart cautioned my body that there was only so much oxygen-rich blood it could pump at one time. My mind had calculated that I barely had enough energy to make it back home rather than to the gym session I had planned. 

			Coming back home, I went upstairs and changed into some comfy clothes. My feet let gravity take me back down to collapse onto my spot on the couch. I had spent extended time on the couch yesterday too, though I thought it was to be expected. This week, I had been exercising a little harder, trying to forcefully eliminate the cobwebs of feeling burnt out and to find a renewed sense of routine and rhythm. 

			But this is different, and I don’t yet realise my body is fighting a virus. It took a lot out of my body to head upstairs, get changed, and make it back to the comfort of my couch. My body succumbs to the fight, and a sharp pain grows in my chest. It reaches a level that will keep me from moving off the couch as the discomfort takes hold. I don’t feel like I want to move. I don’t feel it’s safe to move. 

			I look to the arm-rest for my phone, searching for some comfort that it will give me, knowing that it can connect me to someone. The remote control is all by itself on the arm-rest. I can’t call for help, and no one else is in the house. Logically, my phone is upstairs, possibly in my shorts accompanied by my wallet and keys. In this very moment, that doesn’t help me, and I’m isolated on the couch. 

			A sharp pain grips the left side of my chest tightly, and all I can do is listen to my body, waiting for it to tell me that its distress has passed. I’m pretty sure I’ve never had a heart attack, so I couldn’t tell you if this is what one feels like.

			It isn’t quite a near-death experience, though it’s a humbling one—completely surrendering control to the pain, waiting for the storm to pass. The thought crosses my mind that this could be it—the day I stop crafting my story.

			In my mind, the year ahead already has its trajectory locked in. At best I could hope to come out of the year in one piece using a strategy of surviving—the path born from the struggles and challenges due to an environment that made my soul thirsty for support and comfort. I had let people take something that only belonged to me—my confidence and self-belief—and I’m acutely aware of how the scales feel tipped against me. It’s tiring—soul-crushingly tiring—my body a dead weight hanging onto my side of the scale, unable to tip it back so that life is again fulfilling and joyful. 

			This strategy is meaningless if today is my last. The intention evaporating as my soul leaves this world. The ending wouldn’t be on my terms or by my hands, but an ending all the same. That begs the question: What would be my unfinished business? The one thing that would keep me in a spirit realm as a ghost wishing that I had the option for an extension in time to complete. 

			There’s so much I want to say, so much I want to leave behind. The accumulation of lived experiences—directly my own and indirectly from others—that shapes the way I understand the world and the lessons it taught me. This knowledge to hand down to help others. 

			I’m a firm believer that everyone has a story to tell—the moments that create highlights or steal shade but ultimately define who you are. Some are still finding the words, and others are telling theirs to anyone who will listen. What if I could capture these in writing so that these stories can live on—words on someone’s shelf in their library, handed onwards or the passed by word of mouth. 

			My right palm pushes into the left side of my chest, the external pressure trying to dampen the screams from inside my ribs. I bring my legs a little closer to my chest, and my head rests on a cushion against the arm-rest. I’m still thinking about what I could offer to the world, distracting my mind from the immediate situation. 

			A friend of mine told me a few months ago that they are in an unfamiliar and unwanted place, experiencing depression for the first time. And whilst this story of theirs is in its early stages, they’re hardly in a place to describe to others what they’re going through. They’re still trying to understand it for themselves. 

			Understanding the problem also means it isn’t the time for me to be making suggestions or sharing ideas. I imagine that their mind is already putting pressure on them to find a way to continue, despite how they’re feeling. It isn’t the time for solution searching. Yet outside of sitting with them in the dark, there’s nothing currently in my toolkit that’s of use. 

			This limitation imposed on me forces me to pause. A sensation of discomfort gradually increases whenever I exert myself, like the tide of waters gradually rising, and with rest gradually receding. My recovery is going to be a cycle of rising and falling water levels, where sand is under my toes and I patiently wait, looking out to the horizon. 

			No different from measuring a tide, I’m mindful of two measures for what my recovery looks like: the severity of the pain, and the recovery time for it to dissipate and me to feel normal. Severity extends the definition of sickness from a binary “sick versus healthy” to one that has many shades between suffering and feeling joyously energetic. Recovery adds a time component—the price to be paid for the exertion. 

			The biggest unknown is how long this reduced capacity will last, both now whilst I sit on this couch and going forward. Will I be permanently reduced to managing my physical energy, limiting my time at an elevated heart rate? What will this mean for the life I want to live? That I have planned to live? My body is going to need time. It’s a scary thought that this could be my new life, struggling to know what it’s capable of and only finding that confined boundary by pushing my body to its limits. 

			I get reminders of the outside world: I hear a car’s engine accelerate, a dog bark from a nearby backyard. I see the movement in the trees outside my window. My world is reduced to this couch—a place that is comfortable and within a few steps of most things. Whilst others spend the day at work or in school, I’m reduced to playing with my shadow. I watch how my shadow moves along the wall, the relationship between my body and the light. This will be the place over the next few weeks that I will spend the majority of the day. 

			It certainly gives me time to think, reflecting on whether the path I’m on is the right one, assuming one day I’ll continue along it. Nostalgically, I regularly think about where I was this time last year and the road travelled to the present. In the moment, most years generally felt hard until I took the exercise of writing down what made that year unique. I would always be surprised by how special the year was, filled with magical moments, new levels of achievements, and experiences to be cherished. The last twelve months are no different. I remember on first glance that it generally felt hard, like I was a fish flapping about on dry land. 

			It’s almost a year to the day from me being on stage in the Playground, the common area in the middle of the office main floor and starting a conversation about mental health. It was the day I discovered the power that telling my story has. 

			There were people in the room that day with whom I made a powerful bond because of that moment—a bond created from a shared experience. It wasn’t just the power of my words providing comfort and hope to others, but the healing power it had on me. It helped me look back on my experiences, seeing how far I had come and owning my story with my whole heart. In doing so, others felt comfortable sharing their story with me. 

			It was through stories that a community was getting stronger, and I could see that stories could be a vehicle to transport a message with a deeper meaning. That day there wasn’t time to go into detail of how specific events and people contributed to my mental health—for better or worse—though from the reaction of those in the room, the message left an imprint. 

			This memory gives me my purpose. I wonder how the power of storytelling could help my friend. Even the little ones in my life who still have so much time to learn about life may need guidance on understanding how their world connects into the universe. They’re a little young to take something away from the stories of adult lived experiences; however, they’re old enough to understand that they too can tell their own story.

			The past twelve months cannot be repeated. It’s life I know needs to change. My chest is wailing in pain. I’m possibly experiencing the consequences of an unyielding period in my career that stretched me, almost tearing me in two. A senior colleague once joked with me, “Character building—I think that’s what they call it.” Yikes, this is not how I want to build my character. 

			The employee assistance counsellor and a psychologist did their best to help me make sense of events, thoughts, and emotions, though the conversations were the equivalent of treading water. The sessions helped me comfortably keep my head above water, though I wasn’t going anywhere either. It was a life of surviving. I let a few steal the joy I had and warp my sense of identity. 

			Life has stepped in and made a choice for me. It hit reset and forced me to look to the future with a blank piece of paper. Maybe the boundaries placed on my physical being opened my mind to an infinite space. My imagination searches my memory for conversations in my past and the stories that emerge from experiences. My world quickly transcends beyond the couch. It all starts to make sense.

			It’s fascinating how people come in and out of your life, giving you just a glimpse of what their story is about. To help just one, the stories of Lawrence, Tegan and Jonathan surface. I wonder what happens next for them in life after they come together from their own struggles. Then follows the stories of Louise, Henry, and Arthur, focusing more on the interactivity within the world to see beyond one. Their stories would be: 

			The false sense of companionship in the warmth of alcohol. 

			The consequences of bottling up emotions.

			The ease in which distance can be created between two people.

			The personal cost of leadership.

			And so I decide that when my body allows, I will put words down on paper. In that very moment, I make a commitment, even though I don’t know what the future holds. If anything, it offers a scary unknown and all I can do is step into it. 

			Putting out a story in which each word, each sentence is carefully revised untill it feels complete is equally scary. I have no idea what will echo back and which direction it will come from. I can hope it resembles my original intent, though the message may not come back exactly the same. Amplified, distorted or transformed, it could come back very different. 

			What if I don’t hear an echo? Does that mean my voice didn’t find a place to bounce from, and it continued to drift off into the ether? It will be a nervous wait in that slight delay, hoping that my voice finds someone.

			The fear surrounding my future and putting my voice out in the world isn’t going to stop me. For I have a story to tell, one that shouldn’t end when my time comes to a natural conclusion. It is a waiting game. My mind is ready; my body not so much.

			It is decided. Let the words flow and the story begin. 
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Chapter One: 
The Squeak From Within

			Arthur expels a huge breath, and his shoulders round as his spine curves inwards. It isn’t personal. If it wasn’t me, it would have been someone else. He gazes to the ground, pursing his lips. Feeling as small as a mouse, his voice is quickly taken away from him. This is the opportunity one person has taken, at the expense of Arthur, to stake a claim on their place in the group. 

			He doesn’t start the day feeling like this. Instead, it starts with everyone sitting in a circle on the cold concrete. The sky is more grey than blue, with a hint of movement in the air. Arthur looks around, watching and waiting for someone to make the first move and say something. 

			The organiser has briefed the group on their volunteering exercise—to spruce up the outdoor space so that it’s safer and interesting for the kids. The message for the heart is broad in the possibilities. The definition of “interesting” a highly subjective one without specific parameters, though there’s a specific audience in mind. 

			The briefing translated the desired outcome into functional components. The message for the mind—without the purposeful emotion—is making the concrete more interesting, adding in some nature, and making the playground safer. More simply put, the tasks of painting, building some garden beds, and general maintenance. The details of how to achieve this are for the group to decide, and the organiser has left them to come to a group consensus. 

			Arthur scans each person in the group, noting the position of their shoulders, what their hands are doing, and who they’re looking at. There aren’t many familiar faces. He recognises a few from his own office. He’s seen Sally around the corridors at work, though he hasn’t really socialised with her. 

			Besides knowing she regularly enjoys a glass of wine, the only other thing he knows about her is her affinity for a band that has an actor as the lead singer. Even then, he can’t remember if they had started talking about the band or the actor, and one led to the other. It did make for an amazing concert, with lively music and an entertaining experience. He has seen a poster announcing that they’re touring soon, and getting hold of two tickets will be a good use of his time. 

			For most, if they recognised a face, they didn’t direct much eye contact or conversation to them. Everyone tended to behave as an individual, despite a common objective. 

			The organiser had prompted them to start with introductions, but gave explicit instructions not to mention their career—not their job title or what they did to earn a living. They’re to leave the expectations and assumptions attached to their professional lives at the gate and let their actions and behaviours speak for their identity. In this group, everyone starts on the same level regardless of years of experience or seniority. In the circle, they sit equal, with no physical location to indicate one individual is more important or has more privilege than the other. 

			Some find this harder than others. One person only shares their name and age. Nothing more, nothing less. It’s the only way they know how to follow the rules. Their identity all tied up in their career and for the life stage they’re at, maybe that’s not a bad thing. Others share their cultural background, family, and how they spent their weekends, giving a sense of what they value. 

			After introductions are out of the way, brainstorming begins, and this is where personalities quickly emerge and ambitions make their presence known. Arthur puts forward an idea, wanting to contribute and be part of the conversation. Is it the best idea he can come up with? No. Did he think others would consider its merits? Maybe. 

			With a nod of his head, he marks the final full stop on his idea and hands the floor back to the group. His chest puffs up, hoping someone can build upon it, or that it sparks a flash of brilliance as they brainstorm. 

			Someone in the group gets to their feet, towering over the group and looking down to Arthur. They proceed to explain all the reasons why Arthur’s idea isn’t a good one. Each reason is presented with a single finger pointing outwards at Arthur. He can see a few agreeably shake their head, whilst others purse their lips together. 

			They extend their arms out summoning admiration, wanting to be the big cat in the group. Their critique finished, they sit back down. There is silence. There’s some validity in what is said, though the intent of the critique isn’t for the benefit of the group. This is where Arthur feels as small as a mouse. 

			The moment has a bigger effect on Arthur than it does on others, this squashing of one’s idea rather than building it into a stronger one. Tearing him down early means one less person to contend with in the pecking order. Arthur hasn’t met this person before, and he already can’t wait for the day that he won’t see them again. 

			The discussion continues on what would be the logical three streams of work—painting, building and fixing—and it’s just a matter of working through the specifics. There are certain people in the group to whom everyone gives their full attention. No one dares to interrupt. No side conversations to extinguish. They’re given the time and space to communicate their idea in full before it’s discussed. It’s an enviable quality to command authority without hierarchy. 

			The organiser glances down at their wrist, acutely aware of the limited time they have with this group. They change their role from watcher to an active organiser. The group is asked who wants to paint. More hands go up than required. The same happens for building. Those left over, including Arthur, are assigned to fixing. Even then, there’s probably more people on fixing than required, though it was a stream that could be easily broken into smaller jobs. 

			As the group breaks off into their streams and the day carries on, Arthur can see that the paint brushes are piling up in the buckets of water. Each time someone wants to paint with a different colour, they dump one brush into a bucket and grab a fresh one. A steadfast path to staying with the more enjoyable activity. The discarded brushes hoarding clumps of paint.

			The temperature in the air cools as the day approaches its end. Whilst there’s no risk of running out of clean brushes today, the rate in which brushes are being exchanged does mean that tomorrow will be more difficult than it needs to be, at least for those painting.

			Arthur reassigns himself. No permission sought. He starts cleaning the brushes getting them ready for tomorrow. It’s something that needs to be done. It’s the least fun of the jobs, sitting on the hard coldish concrete trying to remove the excess paint deep into the base of the bristles. Whilst others marvel at their handiwork, Arthur battles with clumps that have no hope of being released into the brownish purple water in a single swish. 

			It isn’t his problem to solve, nor would he be faced with the consequences from the actions of others. For the greater good—that is, the good of the kids—he is compelled to step in and fill a gap in the workflow, without a sound. He’s comfortable changing his colours to fit his environment, to blend in and make sure the job gets done. 

			Being by himself in his thoughts isn’t new. An only child, he learnt very quickly how to occupy himself. Living in his imagination he had an imaginary horse named Silver that he would ride around, and whilst this rider didn’t wear a black domino mask, he did have a sense of duty to the people around him without needing people to complete him. 

			By the end of the first day, the natural leaders in the group are unconsciously assigned. One assumes command of the overall project, and three team leaders assumes command of their stream. It’s just something about them: the way they carry themselves, the tone in their voice, the energy they project. They hold the most respect and influence, and they took ownership of the group achieving its outcomes. 

			It’s a role that belongs to them, yet at no point did they put their hand up and directly announce it. They took on the collective responsibility for the group and the outcomes. The final decision lay with them, and when a decision is made, the group follows it. This power isn’t unfettered, with the organiser acting as the one key person to ensure that the group acts in the best interest of the playground. 

			A painter comes by dropping their paintbrush into the bucket, splashing paint-mixed water all over Arthur. Before he can kindly request for them to be gentler, they pick up a freshly cleaned brush to continue their fun. 

			“Some people…I will have a word with them.” The team leader of the painters places their hands on their hips, shaking their head, and they bridge the distance between them and Arthur. “How’s things going here?” 

			“I guess they’re going. At least I have a box seat to watch all the teams.” Arthur makes eye contact with the team leader. He has cleaned enough brushes for his hands to continue working whilst his eyes and mouth focus on other things. 

			“And what do you see?” The team leader is curious to hear about Arthur’s observations.

			“I think if you moved the wood closer to the planter boxes, there would be less ducking and weaving between builders getting supplies and the painters getting clean paint brushes.” Arthur points in the air, drawing a spaghetti diagram of the unnecessary movement.

			“That’s a great suggestion; let me sort that out.” The team leader leaves with a purposeful walk, and Arthur continues dutifully cleaning brushes. For every brush that he cleans, another brush arrives just as quickly in the bucket. 

			His fingers bear the crinkles of a prune. Everyone else held on to their jobs, and when there’s waiting time, they’re more content in taking an extended break than chipping in with cleaning the paint brushes. If only he could command the brushes to dance on their own into the buckets, a shimmy and a shake, before twirling out. It’s clearly a job no one else wanted, the painting seen to be the more prestigious job that involves colour and full visibility. 

			So, Arthur keeps at it. It’s a job that needs to be done and is required to keep the project running smoothly. He didn’t ask to be assigned to this task, so part of him thinks there’s an option to easily reassign himself back to his original group. What constitutes doing enough of his bit? Whilst he doesn’t have the authority that the decision makers had, his sense of duty chains him to the job he had started. It’s one he can’t abandon. 

			The hairs on his arm stand tall, and the moisture in the breeze whispers in his ear, telling him the weather conditions are starting to change. The drop in temperature is a little more than signalling the afternoon. Maybe it’s the water feeling cooler, the buckets no longer drawing in the heat and casting a longer shadow. 

			A leader walks by within shouting distance of the buckets. Arthur calls over to detour them to him. 

			“I know it’s almost the end of the day; can I suggest that you get some tarps over the wet paint?” Arthur says, holding out his hand, searching for raindrops. 

			The leader holds out their hand; their head tilts back so that the sky is all that’s in view. There’s a moment’s pause to assess the sensations on the tips of his fingers and the clouds in the sky. They’ve been so focused looking at the tasks everyone’s doing on ground level that they haven’t noticed the subtleties from the air or sky. 

			No one has really taken the time to consider the risk of rain overnight of the project. The leader, whilst their heart beats just a little faster, gently scans the surrounds for the organiser. They know that some form of supplies will be required to protect their hard work. 

			“I’d reassign some of the painters to help with protecting from the rain, and the rest to help finish off the planter boxes. That will free up some time tomorrow to catch up on the painting,” Arthur adds, reallocating resources to the preventative measure.

			The leader nods, and with a plan in place Arthur picks up another paint-filled brush to scrub clean. This also gives him an opportunity to make sure all the brushes are cleaned by the end of the day, ready for the final day. 
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			The group arrive on site the next day without knowing the intentions the weather overnight had on slowing their progress. There’s a walk-through of the entire space, assessing what’s different from when they left it, and for some it’s an opportunity to see what other groups accomplished the previous day. 

			The planter boxes filled with soil have a distinct earthy smell, darker in colour with a slight sheen to it, ready to welcome the plants into their new home. The tarps are still in place with a few small, damp puddles congregating in the centre. The covering is cautiously peeled away to expose the painted design to the day’s light. Hardly enough water to make a splash, though enough to indicate that it indeed had rained. 

			The group work with the knowledge that this is the final day of the project. As quiet as a mouse, Arthur fills up the buckets with water and assumes the role of brush cleaner. It doesn’t take long before a painter on a whim needs a clean brush to change colours. 

			He begins swishing and swirling the water, removing most of the paint in one bucket, before a final cleanse and quality check in a second bucket. Arthur has spent enough time cleaning to have a system in place. Once the water in one bucket reaches an opaqueness, the colour not wavering from a purply brown that is rarely seen on someone’s walls, then old newspapers are used to soak up the paint to dispose of in the rubbish instead of the drain. The bucket then gets to swap its responsibilities with the other
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