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            Epigraph

         
         
            You can’t go back and make a new start, but you can start right now and make a brand-new ending.

            —James R. Sherman, Rejection

            [Anxiety] is something that is part of me, but it’s not who I am.

            —Emma Stone
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            Foreword

         
         David Alexander Robertson first entered my life in 2015 on a CBC Radio program I hosted and co-produced about writing in Canada.
            We had a series highlighting authors with exceptional skills and enough output to be able to reflect on a body of writing:
            essentially an acknowledgement of lifetime achievement. Usually, the writers I spoke with for this series were in their seventies,
            at the very least. David wasn’t even forty, but he had written more than a dozen graphic novels and had just published his
            first novel-novel, if you will, The Evolution of Alice. 
         

         
         In our conversation, David told me he first knew he wanted to be a writer when he was in grade three. That was when he wrote
            his first book, which he still has in his possession. About a hundred pages in to All the Little Monsters, he reveals the charming title, so I won’t name it here. From that early start, David has grown into a wonderful storyteller.
            Both his output and his talent are prolific. David uses his prodigious gifts to create understanding, to share the truth of
            the history and contemporary reality of Canada, and, of course, to tell a powerful story, all culminating in creating community.
            
         

         
         Outside of the radio studio, David and I connected on a number of levels: we both have ancestral roots in Norway House, Manitoba; we both love driving around Winnipeg with a curated soundtrack; we both love dad jokes; and we both live with challenges to our mental health. 

         
         Throughout my four-decade career at CBC Radio, I was sometimes known as “Mary Sunshine.” I sounded cheerful. I radiated cheerfulness.
            I had a laugh once described by the journalist Marcia Kaye as “rich and hearty and sweet but with a touch of sin, like a plum
            pudding in a bubbling brandy sauce.” She added: “of course, not everyone likes plum pudding.” The comedian Mary Walsh, dressed
            as super-shero Marg Delahunty, Princess Warrior, and followed by a camera crew, once burst into my live on-air studio to smite
            me with her sword and say “Shelagh Rogers, you’re so sweet you make my teeth ache.” Much as I loved (and still love) Mary
            Walsh, I had just found out a friend had died and I didn’t have the capacity to play along. I replied, “Go to hell, bitch.”
            It may have been the most real I had ever been on air up to that point. And it lasted two seconds.
         

         
         I knew I wasn’t sweet. I wasn’t permanently cheerful. And I wasn’t plum pudding. The relentless (Mary) sunshine was a false
            front, a facade, an overcompensation for . . . for . . . something I couldn’t express or understand until 2003. That was the
            year I was diagnosed with clinical depression after a mental (what they called at the time a “nervous”) breakdown. 
         

         
         Breakdown sounds like it could mean a kind of dance, or something that happens to toys or cars. I searched for a definition, and a doctor told me it’s a “non-medical term used describing a time-limited event that presents primarily with debilitating depression, anxiety, or paranoia.” 

         
         What that meant, in my case, was losing interest in everyone I loved and everything I cared about. What had seemed so important
            for so many years just didn’t matter, didn’t even register. I lost the ability to function day to day and became completely
            oblivious to personal hygiene. 
         

         
         Off the conveyor belt of work, I felt hopeless, helpless, worthless . . . name your “less.” I had, and not for the first time,
            thoughts of suicide. My general practitioner referred me to a psychiatrist, who diagnosed me with clinical depression. I kept
            that a secret.
         

         
         Officially, the CBC said I was on a “stress leave.” I said my time away from work was due to extreme hypertension (my blood
            pressure was in fact very high: 180/110). In an article in the Globe and Mail on February 1, 2003, Dr. Gabor Maté wrote: “the ebullient radio host insisted, ‘It is not a stress leave. It is because I
            have high blood pressure.’ Ms. Rogers may be excused for making that false distinction. In keeping with the mind/body split
            endemic in Western culture, the medical profession itself fails to recognize—despite ample research evidence—the connection
            between the stresses of modern life and elevated blood pressure. Insufficient attention is paid to stress reduction as a way
            of treating high blood pressure.” 
         

         
         I love and respect Dr. Maté, even though he busted me back then. I had ignored stress, thinking that’s what got me out of
            bed every morning. I worked through, or I thought I did, the blues, the blahs, and the clouds. Until I couldn’t because my
            own little monsters started sucking my energy and passion dry, like Nancy Crater, the shape-shifting salt vampire in an early
            Star Trek episode.
         

         
         Had there been a book like All the Little Monsters in 2003, I would have understood what I was dealing with—that it wasn’t weakness (the journalist and mental health advocate
            Michael Landsberg really called it when he said he was “sick not weak”) and, so importantly, that I wasn’t alone.
         

         
         The book you are holding is a treasure. David Robertson, my friend Dave, is wide open, unflinchingly honest, and brave. So
            brave. I think of Terry Gilliam’s cut-out animations for Monty Python’s Flying Circus, specifically of a man whose forehead flips open, allowing us to see everything inside his head. Dave shows us what is in
            his head and on his mind. He shows us what is in his heart, too, both physically, as if the reader were part of the crew on
            the miniaturized submarine the Proteus in the film Fantastic Voyage, and emotionally, his words reaching into our own hearts like the transcendent songs of Jeremy Dutcher. Dave acknowledges
            the role of his family in keeping him in solid mental health and in being there for him: his dad and his mom, his five children,
            and the scaffolding that is his wife, his great love and lifeline, Jill. It is so important to recognize those who care for
            us, especially when the little monsters are whispering lies into our ears. “Little monsters” is the perfect analogy for mental
            health illness, and, as Dave says, “whatever those little monsters are saying to you, they are always lying, no matter how
            convincing they sound.”
         

         
         Back to our very first conversation almost ten years ago. Dave told me he thinks his best writing comes when he’s writing
            about difficult subjects. This book proves him right. Gratitude for Dave’s candour, his courage to speak his truth, and for
            building belonging. All the Little Monsters is for us.
         

         
         —Shelagh Rogers 

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Author’s Note

         
         The sensitive issues discussed in this book, including suicidal ideation, may be triggering to some readers.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Prologue
The Monster Speaks

         
         I was alone in my hotel room.

         
         It had been a tough week. I was at a writers’ festival in Calgary, about to go onstage for a panel about mental health, which
            I’d been writing about more often over the last few years. There was no particular reason why the week had been hard. Sometimes,
            there’s a clear explanation, and I can trace my destructive thoughts or awful body sensations to an event or a stressor; I
            suspect this is true for many people. I may be overtired, overworked, emotionally exhausted, and so on. Stuck in the moment,
            I can’t see the forest for the trees. I can’t sift through the fog. Other times, there doesn’t seem to be a reason; my mind
            and, in turn, my body decide they’re going to wreak havoc on my life. My anxiety seems to come out of nowhere. For me, at
            least, it happens when I’ve let my guard down. I may have had an uncharacteristically great week where I felt close to normal;
            I may have caught myself thinking, Hey, maybe it’s gone, maybe I’m just . . . okay, and then I’m hammered with it in the worst way, as if it wants to remind me that it’s here forever.
         

         
         That I’ll never be free from it.

         
         I’d forced myself through several busy days at Wordfest, which was full of school visits and other events. When I could, I retreated to my room to rest, but I would think, worry, and analyze every little thing going on in my body, and there was no rest in that. And now, only minutes remained before I had to meet the other panellists in the hospitality suite on the hotel’s first floor. I was pacing back and forth in my room, doing what I’d been doing whenever I found myself alone that week, when I opened the balcony door and stepped outside into the fresh air. 

         
         It was autumn, and a crisp and cool breeze was sauntering by. I caught it against my face and closed my eyes for a moment
            to try to enjoy the sensation, to try to live outside of my anxiety, if only for a second. I heard scuttling, as if a mouse
            were walking by my feet, and I opened my eyes to find the origin of the sound. A dried autumn leaf had found its way onto
            my balcony, and with the help of the quiet wind, it was tiptoeing across the concrete, where it would inevitably get caught
            up in the air and continue its journey, no care in the world.
         

         
         I looked down as though I could see where the leaf had come from, which tree had let it go, but I ended up staring at the
            ground. And a thought came and went, quick as a lightning bolt, and in its celerity, hard to articulate.
         

         
         My hotel room was several floors from the ground level. I pictured the sidewalk. I imagined walking with my fellow panellists down the street towards the library where the event would take place. I had to take the elevator to get down there, and it flashed across my mind how much quicker it would be if I stepped over the edge and fell like an autumn leaf. It was not the first time a thought like this had announced itself, and falling was not the only method of my suicidal ideation (in fact, falling was a rare thought because I’m afraid of heights), but whatever modus I’m considering, it’s always quick. I suppose, luckily, or sometimes unluckily, my fear of death trumps my fear of life. At any rate, like every other time, the image of my death and of silencing my anxiety, panic, and depression came, and it went. On this occasion, it was ushered away by a telephone ring; the party was about to leave for the library, and I had to hurry downstairs. 

         
         I took the elevator.

         
         When I entered the hospitality suite to gather with my fellow panellists and members of the Wordfest team who were walking
            over to the event with us, I, like I’d done so many times that week, pushed my anxiety to the side so that I could put on
            a face, so that I could function in a social environment. I greeted everybody as the fun, relaxed guy I’d learned to put forward,
            and we left the hotel en route to the library, an easy five-minute walk away.
         

         
         It was a nice walk. I hadn’t seen Alicia Elliott, a Haudenosaunee writer, in a while, nor Shelagh Rogers, a long-time broadcaster
            and Métis with roots in my home community, Norway House Cree Nation. We caught up with each other during the brief hike. The
            company, the chilly air, the traffic, and the thought of the event all distracted me from the unpleasant sensations I had
            been hiding in my body. I felt better than I had all week. Then, as we passed a restaurant I frequented while in Calgary,
            a panic attack hit me with the force of a truck. I was blindsided.
         

         
         The relative quietness in my body gave way to an all too familiar chaos.

         
         What was the trigger? What set me off?

         
         I couldn’t think of an answer. I couldn’t think of anything that had kicked my mind and body into overdrive. And yet, there
            I was. There it was. My anxiety, that little monster, coming in to give me a terrible embrace. I talk about my anxiety as
            though it’s a living being; it’s hard not to think like that when it’s with you so often and for so long.
         

         
         Anxiety manifests itself in different and disparate ways, from person to person. It can be a pervasive sense of dread, and
            you may know the source of the terror or not; it may be just a feeling that something awful will happen, and you feel a certainty
            about that. You may feel butterflies, the kind an athlete gets before a big game, or a public speaker before stepping out
            in front of a large crowd; only there’s no game and no crowd. Your mind might race so quickly that your thoughts smash together
            like cars in a freeway pileup, blocking everything else so that all you have are those thoughts, and you don’t know how to
            make sense of them or how the mess will be cleared. For many people like me, there is a physical reaction with varying degrees
            of severity. Headaches. Sweating. Stomach problems. Shortness of breath. Shakiness. Weak knees. Rubber legs. Dizziness. Hives.
            Numbness in your extremities. Chest pain. That’s why, at my worst, I called an ambulance because I thought I was having a
            heart attack. Twice. And it’s why I’ve developed acute hypochondria (I’m not sure if that’s a thing; I just, perhaps appropriately,
            made up my condition and diagnosed myself); it can make you feel anything and everything and often several symptoms at once.
         

         
         Anxiety can be an onslaught.

         
         I felt a few of those things while walking with the crew past the restaurant, but most notably, as the case had been for me for the last while, my heart began to “skip.” I had a flare-up of PVCs, or premature ventricular contractions. I put skip in quotation marks because when you experience PVCs, your heart is not skipping; it’s beating twice in short order, which
            disrupts the heart rhythm, and a pause follows those quick beats. People describe the uncomfortable sensation as a flutter.
            Everybody has them at some point, but lucky people never feel them. During a panic attack, my heart welcomes an extra beat,
            every beat, so that all I feel are flutters and skips, and I feel Every. Single. One. And so, while lumbering to the library,
            I began to deep breathe, one of the techniques I use to dull anxiety and panic, while simultaneously trying to keep up a conversation
            (and not let on I was having a panic attack) and ignore my heart, which was going haywire.
         

         
         You’re not going to die. You’re not going to die. You’re not going to die.

         
         I made it to the library’s front steps, the first of several flights that would eventually bring us to the second floor, where
            the event would take place. I always make it, no matter how awful I feel, no matter how positive I am that this time will
            be the one, that I’ll collapse to the ground, shrivel up, and be carried away like the leaf that had found its way onto my
            hotel room balcony. But even though I always make it, sometimes I’d rather not. I’d be okay with not. But this evening, I
            had a job to do, and I did what is typical of me: I added a new line to my internal chant.
         

         
         You can do this. You can do this. You can do this. Fuck you, anxiety. 

         
          

         Stairs became a problem for me years ago, when my PVCs turned frequent, and, gradually, I allowed my anxiety about them to prevent me from taking part in strenuous exercise, then moderate exercise, and then exercise altogether. It’s a frequent joke in my family that I haven’t sweated for five years, but it’s not a joke. I haven’t. When I see a flight of stairs, even the stairs that lead up to the second floor of my house where my bedroom is, I hesitate for a split second (or longer). 

         
         I think, What if I go up the stairs, and halfway up, my heart gives out?

         
         There aren’t even a lot of steps in my house. If an escalator breaks at the airport and I have to take many steps, I catch
            myself looking for an elevator. Or I start thinking about what the last thing I said to my family was because those will be
            the last words they’ll hear from me. Did I tell them I love them? I’ve been to the Memorial Park Library on several occasions
            for Wordfest, been to the second floor and got there via the stairs, and I know there are a shitload of steps, first from
            the sidewalk level to the first floor, then from the first floor to the second. With my heart non-stop skipping, notwithstanding
            other damage the panic attack was inflicting on me, I looked up to the top of the stairs, to the front door of the library,
            and thought, You can’t do this.
         

         
          

         It’s difficult for me to believe that I have a mental health illness; it’s far easier to accept that I have a physical ailment, because there are treatments that can provide a cure for that. I can’t count how many times I’ve asked my therapist, my doctor, or my wife, Jill, “Can anxiety do this?” The answer, of course, is that anxiety absolutely can. It’s a sickness of the mind, and the mind controls the body. It’s an easy equation, but it’s frustratingly hard to admit to myself. I often think of how much farther along I would be in my mental health journey if I could acknowledge that very thing: I am on a mental health journey. Why can’t I recognize it? Because if I did, it would be an admission: I’m sick in my mind, not necessarily in my body. 

         
         If I were to be honest with myself, I would say, with relative certainty (some conditions have been officially diagnosed,
            and the existence of others are impossible to deny), that over the last fifteen years, I’ve lived with (I always catch the
            words suffered with before they find their way out of my mouth, or onto the page) generalized anxiety disorder (GAD), health anxiety, depression,
            panic disorder, and obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD). Jill says that’s why I have to eat breakfast by a specific time,
            as well as lunch and dinner, and if I don’t, I start to freak out. That’s also why I take my pills at precisely 7:00 a.m.
            (metoprolol), 8:00 a.m. (alprazolam), 2:00 p.m. (alprazolam), 7:00 p.m. (metoprolol), and 10:00 p.m. (bupropion). I’m not
            sure how productive it is to be this exacting. I don’t think it would change anything if I weren’t. Prescription medication
            often necessitates regularity—i.e., take one pill twice per day, twelve hours apart—but not down to the minute. And if you
            miss a dose, depending on the drug, you can usually take it when you remember or wait until your next dose with little, if
            any, harm done (this is what I have been told by a pharmacist). This fixed schedule, I suppose, is a way to find some control
            when it feels like there is so little I can control.
         

         
         It’s easier for me to admit—perhaps it’s a concession—that you can have physical and mental ailments simultaneously. What I mean is that I can live with health anxiety, and those worries can be founded; as in, I can really be physically sick. In those cases where I am ill, anxiety compounds the physical ailment. As I was writing this section, literally writing the words You can do this, my heart began to beat in a rhythm so irregular that my Kardia device (something I should never have gotten—people with health anxiety should never own something that affords them the ability to assess their symptoms,
            even a thermometer) labelled my pulse as unclassified, which is not an uncommon finding; it could mean an arrhythmia, a fast/slow heart rate, or just a poor recording. But to
            me, it may as well have displayed You’re fucked.
         

         
         Unsurprisingly, I panicked, which made my heart even more irregular, and within half an hour, I was in the emergency room at Grace Hospital, near my home in Winnipeg, where triage ordered an ECG stat. The triage nurse was worried because she read my heart rate as being under forty beats per minute, and I looked like Casper, which isn’t good for a Cree guy with dark olive skin. As it turned out, my heart wasn’t beating under forty times per minute, but the extra beat was so close to my regular beat that it read as one beat. I was having PVCs every single beat. I went to the hospital at 2:00 p.m. and was home by 6:30 p.m. because there wasn’t anything they could do for me. I knew it. Jill knew it. But I went anyway. That monster of mine kept whispering in my ear that I was dying. I’ve gotten better at ignoring him, but I listen more often than I would like. And so, one day later, here we are. I’m back at the computer, still alive, taking it one moment at a time and doing my best to ignore the butterflies flittering inside my chest. 

         
          

         We’re back at the library.

         
         I looked up at the stairs and thought, You can’t do this, but in this instance, I realized it was my anxiety talking, and I didn’t listen to it. I climbed the stairs with the other
            panellists one step at a time. I made it to the front doors of the library, conquered the next flight of stairs, stopped on
            the landing with Shelagh to find the sketches of us Wordfest had commissioned (a welcome rest before taking on the challenge
            of the last flight), and then made it to the second floor. We were led into the green room, a charming space with a table
            in the middle, surrounded by countless books and a jar of cold water with a collection of empty glasses. I took one, filled
            it, and drank some water, waiting for my heart to find its normal rhythm. By then, it had become obvious to the others that
            something was wrong. I’m pretty good at hiding a panic attack, but sometimes, you just can’t. It was likely that my skin tone
            gave me away; I probably, like the day at Grace Hospital, looked like Casper. I told the group that I was in the throes of
            a panic attack. And then, at that moment, we were visited by a surprise guest: Naheed Nenshi, the then mayor of Calgary.
         

         
         I’d not met him before, and when I shook his hand and exchanged a few words, I tried my best not to let on what I was going through. Nenshi stuck around for a few minutes. He was as awesome as I expected him to be, and then he left the room. As soon as he was gone, the head of the festival, Shelley Youngblut, and the panellists tended to me. They were amazing. I know them all: Shelley, Alicia, Shelagh, and Sarah Leavitt, a graphic novelist. They’re great people, and they weren’t strangers to mental health conditions, so while two alprazolam tablets dissolved on my tongue, they made sure I was okay. Alicia asked me if I needed to stay in the green room. 

         
         “We got you,” she said.

         
         I considered it. I was in shambles. But that was the point. I needed to go onstage in shambles and tell people I was in shambles
            so that if anybody in the audience was in shambles too, they would know, like me, that it was okay.
         

         
         It was okay not to be okay.

         
         “You sure?”

         
         Yeah, I was sure. Minutes later, I walked onstage, still in the middle of the panic attack (the alprazolam not having had
            enough time to kick in yet), but with a support group both on the stage and in the crowd.
         

         
         Shelagh, our moderator, threw it over to me first, asking how mental health had affected me personally.

         
         I decided to let the audience know what I had been, and what I was, going through.

         
         “Quite significantly,” I said with my anxious voice, something only Jill can recognize. “You never know when someone’s struggling. I posted a picture on Instagram a few months ago about a festival I was at in Lethbridge, Alberta, and to look at the picture, you wouldn’t think that anything was up. But during the picture, I was having a panic attack. And I was actually having a panic attack in the room before we came on today. And so, it’s affected my life quite significantly. It was about ten years ago that I had a nervous breakdown. A lot of things had happened . . . one day I was coming from work, and I stopped at a pharmacy and I checked my blood pressure, and it was through the roof, so I went home and called the public health line, Health Links, and they told me to call an ambulance. I went to the hospital, and they sent me home with some lorazepam, and I couldn’t get out of bed for about a month.” 

         
         I went on, I dug deep—we all did—and when it was over, it wasn’t an event anymore; it was a community. My heart settled. The
            panic subsided. And while I knew that my heart would skip again, and I knew that I’d have another panic attack, I knew, as
            well, that talking about it and sharing my experience with others was something I had to do going forward. And I have. Since
            that time, I’ve had struggles, I’ve had triumphs, I’ve felt strong, I’ve felt weak, I’ve felt like a hypocrite, I’ve felt
            like a mentor, I’ve made connections, and I’ve told my story repeatedly. And now I’m sharing it with you.
         

         
         Writing this book has become inevitable. Writing this book has become a necessity. Because my journey cannot fit into a sixty-minute lecture or an op-ed. It cannot only be borrowed from, in pieces, to fill out the plot of a supernatural murder mystery I’m writing. The more I’ve talked about my struggle with mental health, the more I’ve come to understand where it began, how it grew into what it is today, how I’ve learned to cope with it, and how I’ve come to accept that it will always be a part of my life. This memoir shouldn’t just refer to little monsters in the title. Those pesky creatures on my shoulders should be the co-authors. But I suppose if they were, it would mean that I’ve ceded control to them—and that’s not the case. As often as I fuck up and listen to them, it is me who is at the wheel, not them. I have to know that; it’s not enough to believe it. I have to understand that this is my story, not theirs. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            One
I Could See for Miles

         
         Mental health is a journey, and it’s not a day trip. It’s lifelong. I’ve yet to hear somebody say that they are cured of their
            anxiety or depression or anything that falls under the umbrella of mental health. As far as I’m concerned, once you have it,
            you have it. That can be an intimidating thought, and I get it. When I look to the future, I often feel discouraged knowing
            that when I’m sixty, when I’m eighty (if I make it that far—that’s my fear talking), I’ll still be living with my anxiety.
            I often tell Jill I can’t imagine living like this for that long. Then, if I’m objective, I acknowledge that I’ve lived with
            the worst parts of it for fifteen years already. What’s thirty more? Plus, when I think back over the past decade, it’s the
            good stuff I recall, not the bad. It’s like my brain filters it out for me, like experiencing it once was enough. Maybe it’ll
            always be like that. My goal is to live with anxiety more and more productively. To refuse to allow it a voice in the story
            of my life. To reduce it to an annoying airplane neighbour reading my work over my shoulder as I write a chapter thirty thousand
            feet in the air. They can read my words, but they don’t get to tap the keys.
         

         
         My father once said you don’t know where you are unless you know where you’ve been. And, when you know where you are, you know, as well, where you need to go, and you can figure out how to get there. You can apply this to anxiety. You don’t truly understand it unless you know where it started. When you understand its origin, the monster becomes less frightening. But more than that, you can see how living with it for an extended period is possible—and that maybe, just maybe, it doesn’t have to be such a grim outlook. 

         
         It would be easy for me to point to the time, in 2010, when my world crashed down on me. A lot was happening in our lives.
            I switched jobs, we moved houses, my daughter Lauren was born, my grandmother died, and my mind and body said, “You’re done.”
            I could point to the middle of that summer and say that’s where it started, but the reality is, that was just when everything
            came to a head. I can follow a path from 2010, when I was thirty-three, back to my childhood. The seeds of my anxiety and
            my depression were planted then, and without realizing it, I nursed those seeds for decades until they finally burst.
         

         
         We are time travellers. We visit the past—the events and decisions in our lives—sometimes repeatedly. Typically, these trips
            to another time are powered by regret, things we wish we would have done differently. For example, I was a good basketball
            player but never tried out for a university team, so I’ll never know if I could have made it. Why didn’t I? I picture myself
            walking on, having an amazing tryout, and making the Winnipeg Wesmen. I wish I had tried. It will always bother me that I
            didn’t, and I’ll never understand my reasoning back then. It bothers me even more as I age, and playing basketball at any
            level becomes unlikely. I may act like I’m still young, but my body doesn’t seem to agree with my level of maturity.
         

         
         When I used to visit my father in his study, I often found him sitting in his recliner, staring out the window.

         
         “What’re you doing?”

         
         He was also a time traveller. In the years leading up to his death, he spent a lot of time thinking about his youth. But his
            journey to the past wasn’t due to regret; Dad never had much use for that counterfactual emotion.
         

         
         “You can’t change the past.”

         
         My father had learned through Story while living on a trapline, had learned in his first and only language, Swampy Cree, in
            a land-based, experiential environment for nearly ten years. Then, when he left the trapline and subsequently attended a day
            school in Norway House Cree Nation, he had to learn differently, and in English, not Cree. To accomplish this, he found it
            easier to leave the things he’d learned in his early years behind. In his young mind, there was no way to translate the knowledge
            people like his grandfather had gifted him into this new language. Years later, as an Elder, he made it his mission to figure
            out a way to draw on the teachings of his youth and apply them to his life. He was teaching others from that place of discovery.
            Others like me. Reclaiming things that have been lost seems more worthwhile than thinking about things that cannot be changed.
         

         
         If you let go of regret, you can learn a lot from the past. The trick is learning to recall a moment and not manipulate it
            but stay in it, observe, and listen. Figuring out how to do that has, in turn, helped me understand the root of my anxiety.
         

         
         I was young, but old enough, at least, that Michael, one of my brothers, and I had stopped sharing a room in the house I grew up in in Winnipeg. Cam, my oldest brother, had moved into the basement, which freed up the room that I moved into. I have a lot of memories in that room. Cam once pretended to be the boogeyman after I’d read Night Shift by Stephen King, hiding in my closet for a long time until leaping out at just the right moment and scaring the shit out
            of me; that terrifying prank took dedication that only a big brother could have. I listened to my first CD in that room: Ugly
            Kid Joe, Menace to Sobriety. I used to listen to Winnipeg Jets games on the radio with my ghetto blaster while lying on the floor, erupting into cheers
            each time Curt Keilback announced a goal or a big save by Bob Essensa. On that same ghetto blaster, I listened to oldies while
            trying to fall asleep at night.
         

         
         I had trouble falling asleep. I thought listening to old music would help me, but it never did. I can still remember, with
            great clarity, listening to “Hang On Sloopy” or “Leader of the Pack” with my eyes wide open, staring at the ceiling. Most
            nights, when everybody else was asleep, I’d find myself wandering the house, eventually ending up in my mother’s room, where
            I’d cuddle up to her, and only then would I finally drift off.
         

         
         I can picture myself ambling across the living room in darkness.

         
         My naked soles kiss against the hardwood floor, the only sound except for the odd creak as the house settles. The house gets
            more rest than I do. I walk to the windows. We have large windows, at least five feet high, that stretch, pane by pane, from
            one side of the room to the other. At night, my mother closes the curtains. The room is awash in black. I open the curtains,
            and a soft, white light descends on me like fog.
         

         
         On clear nights, the stars would be bright and crisp, and I would begin to count them as though I were counting sheep, as if doing so would make me tired. But that night, like many nights, I give up soon after I start because the number is immeasurable. I would close the curtains again, trying to shut myself off from infinity but feeling more awake and unsettled than before. 

         
          

         Looking back, I can understand how the endlessness of the sky overwhelmed me and how my time-travelling thoughts led me back
            to that place. I used to play a movie in my mind that I was on a rocket ship destined for the end of the universe, the end
            of space. I would try to wrap my head around the fact that I would never reach my destination no matter how long I travelled;
            that I would grow old and die and the ship would keep on going forever. My maternal grandmother used to tell me that she never
            felt older than a teenager, even when she’d reached her eighties. I know what she was talking about now; I feel as though
            I’m only playing an adult, when most of the time, I’m still that scared, insecure, disillusioned, goofy, desperate-for-love
            teenager, freaked out by the vastness of the universe.
         

         
         The stars mean more to me now than they did then. These days, I don’t often think about them in terms of numbers but rather in terms of stories, and this makes me feel more wonder than dread. As Wilfred Buck, affectionately known by children as “the Star Guy,” says: “We originate from the stars, we are star people . . . this is where we come from . . . we are related to those stars. Once we finish doing what we come here to do, we go back up to those stars.” What a beautiful concept. It’s a notion I try to ingrain in my way of knowing so that the stars don’t alienate me but rather call me home. I do my best to think of them as I do about Norway House or my father’s trapline; I belong there, and there isn’t room for fear in that belonging. After all, how can you be afraid of a place that is a part of you? 

         
         One strategy for living with anxiety is to speak louder than it can, to change the way you see yourself and the world around
            you. It’s in the terminology of mental health. If you work on the mental component, the physical ailments that follow destructive
            thoughts, including fear, can be allayed. When I begin to feel small, I repeat what Buck has said. We all need mantras to
            get us through the day, sometimes through the hour, or just through the moment.
         

         
         I carry the universe around with me.

         
         Imagine that; what a contrast. If only I could have made that jump four decades ago, from feeling so overwhelmingly small
            and, by association, meaningless to being able to carry the entirety of it all in the palms of my hands. I couldn’t do it
            when I was a young boy, and I can do it only sometimes now.
         

         
         At the height of my anxiety, during my nervous breakdown, I visited my doctor. We were talking about medication versus therapy
            for what I was going through.
         

         
         “Do I have to take medication?” I asked. “Can’t I just go to a psychologist?”

         
         This may come as a shock, but I was worried about using benzos or antidepressants. They’re mind-altering drugs. I mean, I’m worried about eating dark chocolate because it could stimulate my PVCs, so of course I’d be concerned about taking strong medication like alprazolam. What I didn’t get at first is that, in the state I was in, it was necessary. Whether or not I still need it today is another conversation entirely. 

         
         “David,” he said, “you can’t change the way you think overnight. You have to give your mind a break so it can get there.”

         
         No shit. That was years ago, and I still haven’t entirely changed the way I think. I’ve improved in many respects, but I fall
            back on old habits, like googling symptoms to figure out what’s wrong with me, as though I can know more from reading webMD.com
            for five minutes than a medical professional who has trained for years.
         

         
         Let’s give childhood David a pass on what he wished he’d known, and maybe adult David too, while we’re at it. There’s no place
            for judgment anywhere in the world of mental health, not towards yourself, and not towards others. I have come to learn that
            kindness, above all else, is the most productive thing.
         

         
          

         The sleepless nights were the first phase of my mental health struggles, and my journey since that time will forever be entangled
            with those dark hours standing in front of the window, staring past the stars into space, trying to reconcile the enormity
            of infinity with my tiny life. To understand how a single molecule could be noteworthy in any way.
         

         
         Back then I didn’t connect that feeling to death, or a fear of it. Not yet. If we look at mental health using the metaphor
            of a seed’s life cycle, you could place the knowledge of death as the germination of anxiety.
         

         
         When did I eat the apple, as it were?

         
         For children, there’s an age where death doesn’t resonate; it’s difficult to understand that somebody is gone and that they
            aren’t coming back. I think, in some ways, the innocence of youth insulates us from that reality.
         

         
         My great-grandparents on my mom’s side lived in Melita, a small town in southwest Manitoba about a three-and-a-half-hour drive
            from Winnipeg, just a few blocks away from my grandparents. There are several reasons why I can vividly remember visiting
            them, not the least of which was their pink house, the only house in the entire town painted that colour. I never knew the
            street address, but I didn’t have to. I could see it from Summit Street, the road that led past the hospital and ended at
            the golf course. My great-grandmother had a lot of breakable stuff. Porcelain knick-knacks. A nightmare for young visiting
            kids like me. On the coffee table, she kept a full jar of mints that melted in your mouth. I think they were pink, just like
            the house. She was hilarious, like my grandmother. A bunch of us, the whole family, would play cards in her living room, and
            we’d often catch her cheating. She thought she was subtle, leaning to the side and peeking over an opponent’s shoulder to
            see their hand, but she was painfully obvious. Still, we let her do it, and she probably won as a result, but I can’t recall
            that to a certainty.
         

         
         She had soft, smooth, warm skin, and it was pale like milk. I remember touching her hand a lot, because it felt comfortable,
            like a security blanket. She had curly white hair, and thick glasses. She used to feed me sandwiches.
         

         
         And then she was dead.

         
         In the middle of the night, my great-grandmother quietly got up from bed and went to the bathroom. Then she crawled back under the sheets, said goodnight to her husband, closed her eyes, and passed away. 

         
         The viewing was held at the Presbyterian church beside my grandparents’ house. I’d walked by it more times than I could count,
            but the only time I went inside was to see my great-grandmother’s body. I don’t remember much about the inside of the church.
            What I do remember is my great-grandfather being helped up the aisle, step by step down the red carpet, to the casket that
            held his wife’s body. Once there, he reached out and with a shaking hand touched her skin. Then he collapsed to his knees,
            as if praying for her return. The church was quiet, but his sobs filled the room louder than a congregation. I watched this
            happen curiously, and I can’t say that I grasped the reaction. I’d viewed my great-grandmother’s body, too. I’d touched her
            hand. It was cold and hard and her skin moved as if she’d been moulded with Plasticine. But I didn’t think that was sad.
         

         
         I sat with my family—Mom and my brothers, Grandma and Grandpa—at the reception. There were tiny sandwiches (they reminded me of the kind that my great-grandmother used to make me) and treats. I had a cup full of orange juice. While we ate, in front of a crowd of mourners, I stood up and raised my glass and yelled, “Cheers!” I don’t know why I did that, but Grandma put a stop to it quickly and gently. She put her hand on my forearm and lowered
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