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Chapter 1
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Alex woke again. His eyes staggered to open, and his limbs refused to move. He had to be at work in an hour as usual, but he didn’t have the energy or enthusiasm to get up, even though he had slept nine hours. 

Finally, after three snooze alarms had gone off, he conjured up enough resolve to get out of bed, into the shower and off to work. Still half asleep, he walked to the bus stop in the awakening summer heat. In the past he would race to the stop hoping that the bus hadn’t already gone. And as soon as he got there, he would wish that the bus would imminently arrive, a testament to how fast a person’s wants can change. Lately though, he just dawdled to the stop and didn’t care if he missed it or not.

When he had almost reached the stop, the bus appeared. To catch it, he would have to run; to run, he would need the desire to catch it; to have the desire to catch it, he would need the desire to get to work. But since work didn’t give him much satisfaction anymore, he didn’t have the desire, so he didn’t run and just accepted that he would be late. However, for some reason the bus didn’t move. Alex looked more intently to see what was holding it there. The bus driver was waving his hand out the window gesturing for Alex to get on. He was puzzled. Since when do bus drivers go out of their way to wait for people? he asked himself. (He was oblivious to the fact that some bus drivers do in fact do just that, but it was his first time to be on the receiving end of such a kind deed.) He walked onto the bus, expecting to see the smiling face of an angelic driver. Instead, the scowling-man-behind-the-wheel asked impatiently, “Where are you going?” and put out his hand ready for Alex’s money. 

Alex paid and surveyed the seats to see where to sit. The bus looked quite full. Then a waving hand at the back entered his gaze. A moment later he saw the person who the hand was attached to: it was Susana from work. He shuffled his way up to her and sat down.

“Hi Susana, how are you?”

“I’m well. How about you?”

“Yeah, I’m... a bit late,” answered Alex, eager to hide his distaste for the process of going to work. “I guess I’m lucky the bus driver waited for me to get on.” 

“Actually, it wasn’t the bus driver. I saw you out the window and noticed you were going to miss the bus, so I called out to him to wait for you.”

“Oh, really? Thanks a lot!”

Susana, in her late twenties, was a few years older than Alex and quite appealing to his sense of beauty. Like him, she had dark-brown hair and eyes, though her hair was much longer and more luxuriant than his. They had never spoken much to each other before, but he was always hoping to. After their greeting they sat silently all the way to work. Alex didn’t know what to say to her. (In fact, he wasn’t the greatest conversationalist.) And Susana had been immersed in a magazine article, so she continued reading until it was their stop.

They got off the bus and walked into the office. 

Alex went to his desk, giving a nod and a mechanical smile to everyone he passed. He got out the project he was working on, started working where he had left off the day before, put himself in auto-pilot, and worked through the entire day without even stopping for lunch. This was often his daily routine at work, a routine driven by habit, not passion.

There was half an hour to go before work finished, so Alex started to wrap up his tasks for the day. He opened his planner to write out the next day’s work plan, glanced at the present day’s page, which he had forgotten to look at in the morning, and was shocked to see that he had an appointment that very afternoon. It was at 3:15 p.m., so he had forty-five minutes to get there. If he didn’t want to be late, he had to leave immediately. He was tempted to simply slip out of the office but thought he had better tell his boss that he needed to go since he hadn’t already done so. 

Alex tapped on his boss’ open door: his boss motioned for him to enter. 

“How can I help you, Alex?”

“Sorry, but I really need to leave early today. Is that okay?”

“Can I ask what the reason is?”

“Well, I have an appointment.”

Alex could see in his boss’ eyes that he wanted to know where he was going and certainly did not want him to know. He wished in his heart that his boss wouldn’t probe him any further for information about his personal life.

“Is your project on schedule?” 

Alex sighed in his heart with relief. “Yes, I believe so... probably ahead of schedule.”

“Okay. But please try to give me more notice next time.”

“Of course, thank you!”

In contrast to the morning, Alex ran to the bus in the now-blazing-heat, hoping that the bus he needed had not just left. He got to the bus stop and urgently asked the people there, “Excuse me, do you know if the 'two-one-two' has already gone past?” 

“It hasn’t come past since I’ve been here,” one woman replied.  

“I haven’t seen it either,” said another man. 

Alex was relieved. A second later he was desperately hoping that the bus would come immediately. Five minutes later it came.

He got off the bus and arrived fifteen minutes early. It was his first time to visit a clinic of such type. He went in and urgently informed the secretary, “I have an appointment at three fifteen!” 

“Who are you seeing?” she asked softly.

“I can’t remember his name, sorry.”

“That’s okay,” the secretary reassured him with calm acceptance. Alex felt pleasantly soothed by her gentleness and delighted to be treated as a dysfunctional person who was expected to forget things.

“You’ll be seeing Dr Pearson today. Please take a seat and help yourself to a drink of water, and there are magazines on the table.” 

Alex went into the waiting room and sat on the luxurious leather couches. There were two other people waiting. He kept looking at them to make eye contact, but neither of them looked up. He wondered why they were there. Do they hear voices? Are they paranoid? Do they have a fear of open spaces? Or closed spaces? He didn’t know. He didn’t find out.

At exactly 3:15 a middle-aged man with grey, balding hair emerged from one of the rooms, and in his ultra-educated accent announced, “Alexander Jones?!”

Alex nodded and walked into the room with him.

“Please sit down... How are you?”

“Good thanks,” Alex replied. Although it was not true, he stuck to the standard response that most people give no matter how they honestly feel. However, Alex was perplexed by the question, thinking the answer was quite obvious: Wasn’t everyone who went to see a psychiatrist not feeling well? But then he entertained the possibility that a person may have felt terrible when they had initially made the appointment and then felt better, but since the wait was three months, the person had thought that they might as was well come and make sure for certain that they are indeed 'sane'.

“How can I help you today?” asked Dr Pearson, now making more sense.

“Well, I get really depressed and I can’t get myself out of it.”

“How long have you felt like this?”

“I think about four years.”

“And how were you before that?”

“I was quite happy. I didn’t really have any problems.”

“How do you feel when you are depressed?”

“... I feel completely blank, and my heart feels empty and dark. Life feels stale and meaningless. I get up and go to work and come home again and again, and there just seems to be no point to it.” Alex was starting to feel emotional. “I can’t escape from it. No matter how hard I try, I can’t...” and then he started to tear up as he talked, “... get out of this state.” 

Alex had graduated from university a year and a half before. He studied architecture and was now working in his chosen field. His salary was reasonably high, and he had a comfortable place to live. From the outside everything seemed ideal. But he was not satisfied with his life. His life seemed to lack purpose. He constantly felt empty and miserable, but he didn’t know why. Many times he had tried to make himself happy: he went for walks by the ocean; he saw films; he ate copious amounts of chocolate; he went out to have fun with friends. But no matter what he tried, he couldn’t shed this misery and emptiness. Finally he decided to see someone about it. He went to a doctor who referred him to a psychiatrist. He called the psychiatrist’s office, eagerly wanting an appointment, but the soonest appointment was in three months. Since that phone call, Alex had been living in a dim haze ­– just giving in to the depression.

Dr Pearson passed Alex a tissue box and said comfortingly, “Don’t worry, you don’t need to struggle anymore ­– I will help you.”

“Ok,” Alex whispered through his sobs, relieved to have finally talked to someone and relieved that he didn’t have to try desperately to fix this problem alone anymore.

After some more cursory discussion about Alex’s depression, Dr Pearson held up a packet of display tablets. “I’m going to prescribe you some anti-depressants. You need to take these tablets twice every day.” 

He wrote out a prescription and handed it to Alex. “We’ll schedule another appointment for three months’ time. Don’t worry ­– you’ll be fine. You’ll be back to normal in no time at all!” 

The doctor stood up, walked to the door and waited for him to follow. He put his hand on Alex’s shoulder and accompanied him to reception. Alex paid his money and left.

He strolled down the street in a relieved peace, finally feeling he had something to depend on. There was a pharmacy ahead, so he went to get his medication. After he got it, he kept walking and walking without a destination in mind and just felt happy to be breathing, knowing that he had found a way out of his problems. He wasn’t ever very keen on taking anti-depressants, both because of the social stigma and the potential side-effects, but if it meant feeling normal again, he was willing to. After peacefully meandering the streets for over an hour, he arrived at a stretch of restaurants and cafés and decided to stop and have an early dinner.

He sat alone and ate his quintessential-quasi-Mediterranean-café food and ordered a cappuccino to stretch out his celebratory meal even more, even though it was quite late for that. He paid the bill and started walking out. Just as he got to the door, Susana walked in. They both stopped in surprise.

“Wow,” she said, “two random meetings in one day! Have you already eaten?” 

“Yeah, I just finished. What are you doing here?” asked Alex, knowing that it was an unwarranted question.

“I’m having dinner with my friends over there. What about you?”

“Oh, I just happened to be in the area,” Alex replied, now feeling more cautious so as not to give away the real reason he was there. “Okay, nice to bump into you, and have a nice dinner.”

“Thanks! See you at work tomorrow.” 

Alex got a bus home. He marvelled at the synchronicity of yet another chance encounter with Susana.

When he got home, he had a snack to further line his stomach and took out his new tablets. In a spirit of ritualistic ceremony, he swallowed with hope and relief the first tablet of his newly-desired-life-of-peace-and-tranquillity. Despite the caffeine flowing through his veins, he slept soundly and deeply that night. Was it the medication that deepened his slumber and eased his mind or the relief of having confessed his secret?
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Alex awoke calmly yet eagerly the next day. He left earlier than usual to make sure he got the bus in time. In the back of his mind, he was hoping to see Susana again, but she got a later bus. 

He arrived at the office and made his way to his desk, nodding and giving everyone a pleasant smile. He ploughed through the day, but this time he was working with more enthusiasm, giving more attention to each design and speaking with more energy to his clients. It was obvious to Alex and everyone around him that he was in a different mood. He was more alive and friendly than normal. He talked to other people, and it seemed to them that he wanted to. 

In this state of new-found composure, Alex went out of his way to talk to Susana. She worked in another section of the office. Just before lunch he went over to say hello to her. He was lucky: her other colleagues had already left, so Alex didn’t have to feel as awkward about asking her to join him.

“Hi, Susana! How are you today? Very busy?”

“Hello! I’m well. But yeah, busy as usual. How about you?”

“Yeah, I’m really well! I was wondering if you’d like to eat together?” he asked with slight apprehension.

She looked around at her desk surveying all the work she had to do. Alex started to doubt his invitation. She turned her head back up to him. “Sure, let’s go.” 

They went to a nearby café. “So why did you suddenly invite me to lunch? We’ve both been working here a while without dining together.”

A little shocked by her frankness, Alex explained, “Well... I guess I’ve often wanted to get to know you better, but it never felt right to just approach you out of the blue. I mean I don’t have lunch with anyone else either. But maybe since we bumped into each other twice, I felt I had a more legitimate reason. Am I right?”

“Yes. I’m just teasing you. I’m really happy you invited me. So how long have you lived in Newcastle?”

“I’ve lived here my whole life.”

“Oh really! Me too! Newcastle born and bred. I really like it here. I’d say I’ll always live here.”

Newcastle is a small city, two hours north of Sydney. The downtown area is on a peninsula, surrounded by the ocean and a harbour. It is filled with old terrace houses, and there is a cathedral on the hill. As a child Newcastle seemed so enigmatic to Alex: he knew different parts of the city but didn’t have any idea about how to get from one place to the other. He didn’t know how all the places were connected. This made it slightly mysterious to him: it was filled with unknowns, places not yet discovered. But when Alex grew up, he started exploring. He enjoyed it immensely. He discovered numerous new places ­– places that many other people didn’t know about. But the city was no longer unknown to him. It contained no more mysteries for him to discover. At first this familiarity was somewhat comforting, for he could no longer get lost anywhere. But soon it became a smothering boredom, for everywhere he went he had already been before.

Susana continued the conversation, “Do you like working as an architect? I guess you’ve only been working about a year.”

“It’s okay. But I have to be honest ­– I'm not that passionate about it. I mean, it hasn’t been my life’s dream. I think I was swayed by my mother’s pleas to do it. What about you?”

“I love it! It’s a stable job with a good income and good working conditions. Plus, there’s some creativity involved, which I really like. And we get to work face to face with clients, so it’s not just heads down at the desk all day. There’s a lot to like, I think!”

They ate their meals and went on chatting about various standard-topics before returning to the office. They felt more comfortable with one another and both were developing a liking for each other. As they were going to their separate work spaces, Susana gave Alex a look and smile. “Thanks again for lunch. I had a good time!”

“Me too! Let’s do it again.”

“Let’s!” 

Alex was beginning to feel the excitement and giddiness of love, which he hadn’t felt for a long while. He started to think about Susana in a different light and hoped that something would happen between them.

He was altogether feeling good, just a day after he had seen the psychiatrist and received his remedy. Life seems better – am I cured? he thought to himself. He felt so peaceful and composed. He felt like all his troubles had gone. The anti-depressants are working. I feel good – even happy. Alex was in the state of relief one feels after they receive news that they don’t have cancer, or that their child is late home because he or she missed the bus and wasn’t hit by a bus. It is a state of calm akin to the still waters after a wild ocean storm.

The truth was, the medication had not started working and would not take full effect for a whole week. Alex was simply feeling the effects of a placebo. He was so reassured that he was no longer dependent on himself, so relieved that he had no more responsibility for his own state of mind. Now he was in the hands of the expert psychiatrist and his magic pills, so if he didn’t feel well it was not his own fault. He didn’t have to try to make himself better; he just had to go and see the psychiatrist, who professed to know him better than he knew himself and thus could fix him. It was this 'letting go' of himself that gave him peace, not the crafted chemicals themselves.

Alex worked the rest of the afternoon and left the office satisfied that he'd had a great first day of his new life. He went to get the bus home. The only two people waiting at the bus stop were himself and an old, robust man. They smiled at each other and said hello, as people often do in the city of Newcastle ­– depending on the time, location, and number of people present.

“Are you on your way home after work?” asked the old man.

“Yes.”

“How was your day?”

“Actually, it was really good.”

“What do you mean 'actually'? You were expecting it to be bad?”

“I guess most days are not that special.”

“Well, I think every day’s special,” exclaimed the man with an openness only acquired with age. “But I know what you might mean: the general rut of life that we all find ourselves in can become quite monotonous and stale,” he sympathised with Alex.

“Yeah, I guess that might be it.”

“So why was today ‘actually’ good?”

Alex didn’t want to tell a stranger that he was on anti-depressants. He was thinking of what to say when to his relief, he saw his bus coming. “Sorry, I have to go.”

“Oh! This’s my bus too.”

They got on the bus and sat down together. Alex was happy to be with the friendly old man, but he didn’t want the discussion to lead to his medicated secret. A part of him wanted to hear the man share his time-gleaned wisdom, but another part didn’t want to discuss anything meaningful in case it took him into himself and caused him to return to his depression. The old man could sense a discomfort in Alex, so he turned the conversation to lighter things. Alex’s composure returned, and he felt more comfortable conversing with the man. He was so at ease that when the old man rang the bell to get off, Alex realised that he had missed his own stop a long while before. 

“Well, you’re welcome to come to my place for a cuppa! It’s not far from the bus stop,” the old man offered, with the kind of innocent intention that could also only be attributed to someone his age. “I would love to continue chatting with you!”

“Okay, sure. That’s very kind of you,” Alex replied, accepting the invitation out of both his own desire for companionship and a more conscious wish to keep the elderly company.

They went into the man’s small simple house.

“Sit down. Should I get that cup of tea?”

“That'd be great, thanks!”

They sat together and drank their tea.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” said the old man, “I forgot to introduce myself. My name’s John.”

“Oh yeah, my name’s Alex.” They did the customary handshake ­– the one that people do even after they have already been talking for an hour and then finally say their names.

“So, do you live with your family?” John asked.

“No, I live alone.”

“That makes two of us then.”

“Oh really? How long have you lived alone?”

“About five years ­– since my wife died.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.” Alex felt he needed to apologise.

“That’s okay, we all have to go sometime,” John said with serenity.

“Do you have any children?”

“Yes, I have two, and they both also have two children. We’re all doing our part to maintain the population, without overpopulating the place!” John joked. He breathed a little deeper and looked more deeply at Alex. “So, you were saying before that your days are not usually so good. Tell me about it if you want to. I’m all ears, as you can see,” he said as he pointed to his oversized ears. 

Alex stumbled inside himself. He felt surprisingly comfortable with John, but he also saw this as a cue card to escape and not be drawn back into his pain or reveal his private pills. However, the comfort of being with John, who Alex found to be very accepting and compassionate, drew him into speaking about his personal life. He saw this as a chance to talk to someone since he had only told his problems to the psychiatrist, and he seemed to have merely touched the surface of Alex’s pain. 

“Well... I’ve been quite depressed for about four years. Life has felt really miserable and pointless, and I haven’t known how to snap myself out of it.” 

“I understand,” John replied, “everyone goes through some kind of darkness. We’re human ­– we don’t know everything, so of course we'll get lost sometimes. But the thing is... the beauty of it is... that if you know you’re lost, then you have a chance of finding the way. As I said, at one time or another everyone's lost. But the difference is, some people know they’re lost and other people don’t. The people that don’t know they’re lost might not even suffer much because of being lost, but they’ll never find their way. But those people that know they’re lost at least have a chance of finding the way. And the suffering they feel is the experience of that lost-ness. The suffering tells them that they’re lost and need to find a way out – discover a new way.”

Alex was silent for a few seconds, bemused by the profound statements John had uttered with his almost-country-town-Aussie accent. “But what is the way?” Alex questioned.

“I can’t tell you that my boy. You have to find it for yourself.”

“Why can’t you tell me?”

“Because everyone’s way is different. And you can only truly know yourself. I don’t know who you really are. That means I can’t tell you what you need to do with your life. You need to independently investigate life for yourself. I do think there are some real truths in the world. But you must search to find them.”

“I see,” Alex sighed with both acceptance and disappointment.

“All I can say is, this feeling of misery you have may turn out to be the greatest gift you'll ever receive. A lot of the time this misery is a sign that tells us something is not right in our life. So, we need to find what isn’t right and fix it. It’s like a bicycle with a wobbly wheel ­– it’s telling you to fix the bike, or else the wheel might fall off, while you’re riding it... A lot of the time, suffering is a guide to meaning.”

Alex was deeply affected by John’s words. He had never thought of his suffering in this way. He had only thought of it as a problem to be removed and forgotten. But now John had made him question if there were indeed a deeper dimension to his inner darkness. Alex left John’s house and went home. He was confused. What John had told him seemed immensely enlightening, but at the same time, he didn’t want to lose the long-lost security he had been given in the form of a tablet. Today was the first day in about four years that he had felt happy. He didn’t want to throw that away. But he couldn’t help but start to ponder life more deeply.

We all sleep and wake, eat and work, dream and hope – live in the same human condition. And we all fail, at some time or another, to look beyond the surface of our lives and seek a deeper purpose. Many of us become accustomed to the continual striving to satisfy our pleasures and desires, the constant hoping and yearning for something new, the ebb and flow of the repeating seasons, the mundane mindset we have absorbed from our surroundings. We work and rest and play, again and again. This is our life. This is what life is to us. But why do we not ask: What do I work for? What do I live for? Alex had never asked these questions either. He accepted life as he had absorbed it. He was raised to believe in God and go to church on Christmas Day, and this was still the extent of his spirituality. He was taught to get a job and buy a house and settle down. This was the life he had been initiated into. But this night, Alex began to question things.

He sat on his sofa and started thinking about his life and his suffering. What if John’s right? What if my suffering is a sign that something is missing in my life? What if there’s something to find and I can’t find it because these tablets are numbing my mind and heart? Do I want a medicated-happiness, or do I want to experience real life? Maybe if I do get off medication and try even harder to find answers, I can discover where this misery is coming from. But maybe if I get off medication, I won’t find anything: I’ll just get more and more depressed. 

He saw both sides of the situation. He wasn’t sure which way to go. But he knew he had to make a decision soon because it was almost time to take his next pill.
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Alex was high in the sky. But he was not flying. He was standing on the top-end of a huge pole that stretched all the way to the distant ground below him, which he could not even see. The immensity of space surrounded him on every side. He felt the pole starting to wobble, and he had to catch his balance. He was overcome with an immense fear and thought he was going to fall through the sky, down to the distant ground. He looked around him in desperation and saw other poles appearing in a line, each one large pace apart. At the end of the line was a luscious grassy island floating in the sky. It looked so stable, somehow fixed in the air. He knew he had to get to that island and the only way was to walk on top of the poles. He made his first step and at the same time looked down into the abyss; his stomach was sick with terror, and his head was spinning. He knew that in order to get to the island, he had to look solely at each pole he stepped on. If he looked down, he would fall.

Alex used all his energy and resolve to concentrate on where he was walking. Each step was a mighty effort not to notice the abyss. Each step he had to summon every ounce of belief and focus that he had... At last, after many painstaking and terrifying steps, he arrived safely on the island and collapsed in the long luscious grass, gasping with relief for his safety.

––––––––
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After a sleep full of bizarre dreams, the alarm clock went off, and Alex woke, oblivious to the dreams he had just had. Strangely enough, he felt okay. The previous night he had decided not to take the medication. What was the final tipping point? At one point he had held the blue tablets in his hand and felt as if he were holding some kind of brainwashing substance. Out of fear and resolve, he had decided to search for the answer to his problem without the aid of the chemical concoction, which now lay in the garbage bin waiting to exit his apartment.

As he got up and started his day, he felt as though he were doing a balancing act in his mind. He felt like he was on the edge of sanity and with one wrong thought could fall off. He feared that he would fall into a deep depression, but he knew he shouldn’t even look at this fear. He tried his best every second not to look. 

Alex arrived at work and was pleased to be greeted by Susana. He felt comforted that he had her in his life in any way at all. At least he had something to hope for in the future, he thought.

“Would you like to have lunch again today?” Susana asked.

“Yeah, that would be great. I’ll meet you here at twelve-thirty?”

“See you then!”

This short and simple conversation about arranging a shared meal somehow momentarily relieved Alex's intense mood.

After a few hours of work, Alex waited for her at the office entrance. He stood wondering what might happen between the two of them, hoping that something would. He wanted companionship. Soon enough Susana came. 

They walked down the street surveying the various restaurants, cafés and take-out shops and finally settled on a little sandwich shop.

“Alex, I was wondering if you wanted to get together on the weekend?”

He was pleasantly surprised by her sudden and intimate invitation, “Yeah that would be great. What do you want to do?”

“Maybe we could have dinner and see a movie.”

“Ok, great!”

They continued their lunch with the usual get-to-know-you-talk. Alex was content with this rather trivial conversation despite having begun a deeper quest for meaning as it satisfied his emotional need for connection. After eating they returned to work and gave each other a flirtatious look before they parted to their desks. 

Alex finished work and decided to take a walk near the ocean. He walked along the pier, surrounded on both sides by the seemingly boundless water. The water was a deep blue, and the sky, dotted with fluffy white clouds, was a light indigo. As he walked, he began to question life and search for a more meaningful way to live. He scrounged his head thinking of advice that people had given him in the past that might give him some more insight. The only advice he could remember was one of his high school teachers saying, “do your best”, and this seemed too trivial and cliché for him to find any meaning in. Do your best at what? he wondered. He was stuck as to where to find his answers and confused about what he was trying to find the answer to.
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