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Chapter 1

​The Day Everything Changed

I was twenty-two years old when I learned that grief doesn't wait its turn.

The phone call came on a Tuesday afternoon. My cousin—forty-four years old, vibrant, alive just days before—was gone. Cancer, they said. After months of fighting, of treatments and false hopes and the slow, relentless march of a disease that doesn't negotiate. The kind of death that you see coming from a distance but still doesn't prepare you for the moment it arrives.

I remember hanging up the phone. I remember the sound it made when I set it down, that hollow plastic click. And I remember thinking, with a clarity that terrifies me even now: I can't do this again.

Because two years earlier, I'd lost my Nana. Two years that felt like both forever and no time at all. Two years during which I'd told myself I was fine, I was healing, I was moving forward with my life like a functional twenty-something should. I'd gone back to work. I'd smiled at the right moments. I'd said "I'm okay" so many times that I almost believed it.

But I wasn't okay. I'd just gotten very good at pretending.

And now my cousin was dead—really dead, after all those months of watching her fade, of the helplessness of seeing someone you love disappear inch by inch—and all that unprocessed grief—the kind that sits in your chest like a stone you've learned to carry—suddenly had company. The weight doubled. Then tripled. Then became something I couldn't name or measure, just this crushing pressure that made it hard to breathe, hard to think, hard to imagine a future where I wasn't drowning.

If you're reading this and you know that feeling—that sense of being buried alive by losses you can't process, by pain you can't articulate, by a darkness that seems to have no bottom—I need you to know something: I see you. I was you. In many ways, I still am you, just further down a road I didn't know existed when I was twenty-two and falling apart in my apartment, staring at that phone and wondering how much more a person could take.

The answer, I would learn, is both more than you think and less than you fear. But I'm getting ahead of myself.

That day, that Tuesday when everything changed, I didn't just lose my cousin. I lost my footing. The careful architecture I'd built to hold myself together—the routines, the distractions, the relentless forward motion—collapsed. And underneath it all was something I'd been avoiding for years: myself.

Because here's what nobody tells you about grief: it doesn't just hurt. It reveals. It strips away all the stories you've been telling yourself about who you are and what you can handle. It exposes every unhealed wound, every unasked question, every truth you've been too afraid to face.

What happened next wasn't just emotional pain. It was physical. Clinical. A total collapse that I couldn't will away or push through or pretend wasn't happening.

I couldn't get out of bed.

Not in the metaphorical sense—not "I didn't feel like getting up." I mean I physically could not make my body move. The weight of existing became too much. Getting up meant facing another day, and facing another day meant acknowledging that my cousin was gone, that my Nana was gone, that I was drowning in grief I'd never processed, and that underneath all of it was a truth about myself I was terrified to face.

So I stayed in bed. Days blurred together. I stopped answering my phone. I stopped eating properly. I stopped caring whether I existed at all. Depression isn't sadness—it's the complete absence of everything. It's your body shutting down because your mind can't handle one more second of the weight.

This went on for months.

I don't know how long it would have continued if it weren't for one friend who refused to let me disappear. Who kept showing up even when I didn't answer the door. Who finally—after weeks of watching me fade—made the decision I couldn't make for myself.

They took me to the doctor.

I remember sitting in that office, unable to articulate what was wrong because I didn't have words for it. I just knew I was drowning. I knew I couldn't keep living like this. I knew something was fundamentally broken inside me and I didn't know how to fix it.

The doctor used words I'd heard before but never applied to myself: depression, anxiety, clinical. They weren't just describing how I felt—they were naming something real, something medical, something that had a treatment.

I was prescribed medication for the first time. Antidepressants that would take weeks to work, that might not work at all, that came with their own side effects and uncertainties. But it was something. A lifeline. Proof that what I was experiencing wasn't just weakness or failure—it was an illness that could be treated.

They also referred me to a counselor.

I went, mostly because I didn't know what else to do. I sat in that office and tried to explain the weight I'd been carrying—the losses, the grief, the fear, the exhaustion of pretending to be okay when I was falling apart. And slowly, session by session, I started to understand that what I was experiencing wasn't random. It was the inevitable result of years of accumulated trauma meeting fresh grief meeting unprocessed pain.

And there was something else. Something I'd been pushing down for so long that I'd almost convinced myself it wasn't real.

My sexuality. Who I was. Who I loved. Who I was allowed to be.

And I had a big one. A truth that had been circling the edges of my consciousness for years, that I'd been pushing down and away and into the corners of my mind where I didn't have to look at it directly.

Losing my cousin didn't cause that struggle—it had been there all along, this quiet war between who I was and who I thought I was supposed to be. But grief has a way of making everything else louder. When you're already drowning, you stop being able to ignore the other weights pulling you under.

So there I was at twenty-two: grieving two people I loved, unable to get out of bed, starting medication for the first time, sitting in a counselor's office trying to make sense of decades of pain, and discovering what depression actually feels like when it moves in and unpacks its bags and makes itself at home in your bones.

It wasn't sadness. That's what I'd expected—sadness, tears, the kind of grief you see in movies where people cry beautifully and then slowly heal. But depression isn't sadness. It's absence. It's the color draining out of the world. It's waking up and feeling nothing, which is somehow worse than feeling everything. It's the weight of simply existing becoming too much to bear.

And the anxiety—God, the anxiety. The constant loop of thoughts I couldn't shut off: What if I never feel better? What if this is forever? What if I can't handle this? What if everyone sees how broken I am? What if I'm not strong enough? What if, what if, what if.

I didn't have words for it then—not really. Even with the diagnosis, even with the medication and the counseling, I didn't fully understand that what I was experiencing was the convergence of everything: the losses, the unprocessed grief from my Nana's death two years earlier, the sexuality questions I'd been suppressing, the weight of a lifetime of trauma, and now clinical depression that had knocked me flat.

This was my breaking point. Not because I was weak. Not because I couldn't handle one more loss. But because I'd been carrying too much for too long, and my body and mind finally said: No more. We're done. We can't do this anymore.

If you're there right now—if you're reading this from that dark place where everything feels impossible and you can't imagine a way forward—I need you to stay with me. Because this is a book about survival. About the thirty years I've spent learning to live with depression and anxiety and trauma. About the times I didn't think I'd make it, and the fact that I did. About the slow, imperfect, non-linear journey from that Tuesday afternoon when I was twenty-two and falling apart, to now, at fifty-two, when I can finally say: I'm okay. Really okay. Not the pretend kind.

But I'm not going to lie to you and say it was easy, or quick, or that there's a simple solution. This isn't that kind of story. This is the messy, honest truth about what it takes to come back from the edge. About the years of struggle, the setbacks, the moments when I didn't want to be here
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