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    To those whose pain was called weakness, whose silence was mistaken for strength, and whose signs went unheard. To the living who carry invisible wounds, and to the departed who spoke through them. May this book restore voice, dignity, and mercy, and remind us that suffering is a language, not a crime, and that listening is the first act of love and justice.

 

And to Brenda, Shukran and Sherinah. You're my dream come true.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Unless someone like you cares a whole awful lot, nothing is going to get better. It's not."

The Lorax
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What readers are saying about Ishara: Notes from The Edge of Humanity......
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We’re facing a global crisis of mental health and suicide among our youth and young adults. Through immersive, real-life storytelling, Ishara shines a light on the mental health crisis in Uganda. Too many are struggling alone with their mental health. Please check in with the people in your life. Being seen, heard and loved are universal human needs that we all share. A warm smile and a simple, authentic conversation can mean everything.

Keith Wakeman

CEO at SuperBetter

The topics of depression and suicide are sadly often taboo, but we need to be able to talk about them to deal with them. Ishara shines a light on these very human challenges and invites compassion and understanding rather than judgment. Very much needed!

Ben Robinson

Vice President & Regional Director USA Homestays

I faced discrimination at school, in my community, and at one point, it pushed me toward deep despair. Living with a disability made the judgment even heavier. What changed my life was meeting someone who spoke hope into me and truly believed in my worth. Ishara shows that our struggles do not define us, that acceptance and inner strength can lead to healing, and that connecting with people who affirm life can help save lives.

Rashid Kigenyi, 

Disability Activist & Co-Founder Sharing Circles

Through a creative weaving together of stories, history, data and hope, Baker provides a framework to think about ourselves, our communities and our countries in ways that provide hope in an increasingly hopeless world. While the topic of the book is the criminalisation of suicide in Uganda, the structure of the book and the stories within it provide a template for listening to the stories and the painful sighs, listening to the slumped shoulders and bowed backs of the disenfranchised, the people whose lives are on the edge of humanity in our cultures. If we can become aware of the indicators of distress, the micro-cues that are present but are often invisible in the conversations and deep sighs of pain before things fall apart, we can prevent disruptive events at an interpersonal level. Reading this book, you will learn a great deal about yourself, and if you are willing to look into your own personal and cultural history, Ishara can help you chart your own path forward as you address the little tremors, the little shifts that precede major disruptions in the lives of people in your community and your country.

Ben Bowen

Behavioural consultant & Trainer with Prag Consulting, Developer of the Matrix of Needs, Melbourne, Australia

Baker is a gifted seer and translator of the unspeakable, ineffable, unbearable inner breed of anguish, "Ishara" that torments too many of our Ugandan brothers and sisters, yet, due to societal compassion-blindness, they get met with brutalising ostracisation and punishment. Baker's multi-talented possession of sensory and emotional discernment, psychological and sociocultural acuity and breathtakingly moving eloquence make him a master guide into the hellish and heart-rending terrain of Ishara. We as witnesses, friends, relatives, and citizens of the social web that holds or strangles sufferers of Ishara are privileged indeed to have Baker as a translator and way-shower to usher us in greater compassion-literacy and humane healing of the Ishara wounds we've silently suffered and/or unwittingly exacerbated.  The world needs Baker's illuminating, inspiring,  clarifying and heart-evolving book more than ever. I cannot recommend it highly enough. 

Ann Rasmussen, 

Psy.D. Clinical Psychologist, Co-Executive Director of The Uplands Centre
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​FOREWORD
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The Coming

The news reached me on one of those average workdays—when nothing is extraordinary and yet nothing is normal, whatever that means. There was something about the energy of the day, as is often the case when spirit and flesh dance in a tension that foretells a "coming"—an event that shifts your understanding of the present, the future, and the past, changing your relationship to time and space.

The "coming," as I refer to it, can be jarring. We often say that it was unexpected. Although we can never truly predict when it will happen, how it will manifest, or what it will involve, I believe we are never completely caught off guard. We may not know how to categorise the coming, as we are ever tempted to submit it to the classic bifurcation of "good" or "bad." I’ve found, however, that God’s people are much more complex than our fragile understanding of right and wrong.

By our worldly standards, there is no way King David could be a man after God’s own heart; Peter’s triple denial of Jesus would be dismissed as blasphemous; and Saul would never be welcomed into ministry, having led assaults against God’s people before the scales were removed from his eyes.

Consider the many traditions and cultures throughout history that have viewed those struggling as being punished by God. This is not new. Our human tendency to categorise in the simplest terms of good and bad is an old phenomenon. It is our nature, and yet it is not new to God; we are still adopted into His kingdom and loved beyond our sins. I believe God loves us enough to alert us to the coming moments that might threaten our relationships with each other and with Him.

Much is made in the Church of when Jesus will come again. I am more concerned, however, that as we stare at the sky waiting for the thundering of clouds, we miss God-Emmanuel—the God who is with us right now. This is what I make of the coming: an invitation from the Almighty to the core of who we are—holy in His making. The coming is a time to reject the world in favour of a higher spiritual understanding.

The Departure

This is what I felt on that not-ordinary, not-average day. Sitting at my desk, I felt like pulling out my cellphone. I had that feeling.

He was dead.

I hadn't spoken to him in years. He was my first "boyfriend"—or so the family joke goes—because he shared his pastry with me every day for an entire year in first or second grade. My mother and grandmother believed that this simple childhood sharing meant we were destined to be soulmates. As we grew up, we went our separate ways, each starting our own families. Although we never dated, we had calm, social interactions. We were introverted friends who understood when the other needed a quick "hey," a prayer, or a moment of remembrance.

He had been on my mind, and I kept telling myself that I would find his contact information through one of his brothers. Unfortunately, I never did. Now, all I have are the memories of this soft yet firm former football player, who had two sons and a lovely wife. Later, I learned that he had been laid off for several months and was struggling to care for his family. This must have been agonising for him, as honour and service were the hallmarks of his manhood. 

Eventually, I heard that he had just landed a new job and was getting ready for his first day. Tragically, he never made it. His family found him hanging in the garage that evening. 

Suicide. Why? 

I wasn't shocked; I was simply still. The Spirit had prepared me to seek God’s face before my own. I cried, yet I struggled to remain in God’s presence. I went downstairs to the office of two colleagues I knew who sought God and would not judge me—a chaplain seeking prayer support for him and his family. 

As I entered and shared the news, one of them blurted out, “What a selfish jerk!” 

I was deeply shocked. The colleague went on for several minutes, expressing how cowardly and selfish it was to commit suicide. It felt as if my heart had dropped into my stomach. My body temperature fluctuated as I swung between anger and despair. How could she feel this way? Why was she so angry?

Inseparable Love

Over the last twenty years, I have studied theology, served in the church, and ministered to individuals who have attempted suicide or lost loved ones to it. Among all those I have helped, I find my own story to be the most challenging.

At the age of sixteen, I attempted suicide while struggling with the effects of sexual assault and overwhelming loneliness. Standing in the bathroom, I stared into the mirror but saw nothing—nothing worth living for, nothing of value. I still remember opening the cabinet, uncapping the bottles of medicine, and pouring their contents into a large plastic cup of water. I swirled the mixture with my finger as tears fell into the cup. I wondered if anyone would care or if my family would even notice my absence. I quickly drank the bitter concoction and then curled up on the bathroom floor.

After some time, nausea hit me, and sobs of futility racked me. Suddenly, I craved someone to care for me, and I wanted that immediately. I crawled to the top of the stairs and slid halfway down. I could smell dinner cooking. The nausea intensified. Drawn perhaps by my cries, my mother appeared at the foot of the stairs. I handed her the note I had written a week earlier. That week had been a fog of hope that someone would notice my internal pain. They did not, because they were not mind readers. After giving my mom the note, I don’t remember much until I found myself in the hospital having my stomach pumped.

The hospital provided medical treatment but did nothing to address my emotional struggles. A nurse turned out to be the mother of a classmate, and by the time I returned to school, everyone knew what had happened. It was not a healthy environment. I became more reclusive and distracted. My status as a straight-A student crumbled, as did my friendships. My relationship with God began to deteriorate because the church told me I had sinned—that I was filthy and unlovable.

Oh, I am a sinner by the merit of my humanity. But unlovable? No.


“What then shall we say to these things? If God is for us, who can be against us? ... Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword?” — Romans 8:31, 35



I am a sinner, yes—a sinner day in and day out. That is why I seek God’s presence every day. But am I unlovable by God? Never. There is nothing perfect about me. I am weak, and I praise God for that, because my weakness is made perfect in His strength (2 Corinthians 12:9-10). I have fears, and I am grateful for them because I know they do not come from Him (2 Timothy 1:7). This awareness helps me distinguish God’s ways from the ways of the world.

The Bible tells us, "Come now, and let us reason together" (Isaiah 1:18). So let’s explore this thought: If nothing can separate us from the love of God, how can we condemn someone to hell because they found this world too overwhelming and chose to end their life?

Between the World and the Word

The messaging in our world is often difficult to decipher. We are constantly bombarded with messages that debate our worth based on physical features, racial backgrounds, financial status, and religious beliefs. When you add a mental health crisis to this noise, it creates a recipe for emotional disaster.

We are taught to honour our elders, and they are often regarded as all-knowing. But where is the grace to say, "I don’t know," "I’m afraid," or "Help me"? By failing to speak honestly, we lose touch with our true selves in Christ.

We fail daily and struggle hourly. Sometimes, people seek an escape. When they "succeed," as my dear friend did, those left behind are engulfed in a storm of grief. The colleague who was so angry at my friend also had her own life marked by suicide, and her unprocessed grief manifested as rage. When those who attempt to exit "fail," as I did, what are we to do? If we genuinely seek to represent Christ, we must approach them with love, grace, and empathy.

We should say: "Talk; I will listen." We should say: "Cry; I will hold you." We should say: "Rest; I will watch over you."

Why have I never attempted suicide again? I wish I had a simple solution to offer. I believe I have been granted a vocation of mending the fractures within my community. He has shown me people in both the medical and religious fields who speak boldly against the evils trying to separate us from His love. I am blessed to call one of those healers, Abubaker Sekatuka, a friend.

As you read through this book, pay attention to his profound call to action and empathy. I pray that all who engage with this text will embrace the mantle of Christ, listen with open ears, and act with the power granted to love your neighbour as yourself.

I urge you to open yourself to Ishara.  

May it be so.  

Aṣẹ and Amen.  

Rev. Loris N. Adam
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Have you ever noticed those nights when the world doesn’t seem so "kind"? When the air feels heavy, and an old memory starts to hurt in a way you can't quite identify? I remember one of those nights clearly. They didn’t seem like much, but the problem was that nothing happened at all. The house was so quiet that I could hear the clock ticking, almost as if people were walking by outside in the middle of the night. 

When I was younger, I mistakenly thought the ticking was people passing our house. I sat on the edge of the mattress, struggling just to breathe, feeling like my heart was breaking without any tears. My thoughts were jumbled and confusing. I felt trapped, wanting to live, but also wishing I could just stop everything. 

People are quick to call anyone who thinks about dying weak or selfish, not considering the silence they dealt with before that moment. For me, it was just a longing for rest, not death. I couldn’t find the deep, peaceful rest I needed in prayer or sleep. While everyone thought my calm expression showed strength, it was really just the exhaustion of trying to keep all my broken pieces together.

It’s a harsh reality that we handle pain by expecting it to smile, show up, and explain itself neatly. When someone hits rock bottom, society rarely asks, “What happened?” Instead, it only asks, “What’s wrong with them?” And that question often doesn’t come from a caring place. When someone finally breaks, the law shows up like a distant relative arriving late to a funeral, pretending to understand a grief they ignored just a week earlier.

This painful truth hit me hard when I heard about a neighbour, the father of one of our friends, who had actually tried to take his own life. He wasn’t a stranger; people knew him, smiled with him, and laughed with him, but he was never truly listened to. Around 11:00 a.m., we heard loud cries from a distance. The pain in those cries caught everyone’s attention. Some onlookers, in shock, asked, “What’s happening?” One woman answered, “It’s Papa Godfrey... He’s gone,” as she wiped her tears with a piece of cloth known as a "leesu."

In many African communities filled with superstitions and traditions, death often feels strange. But in this case, the mourners' faces told a different story. Someone shouted, “He hanged himself; he’s up there with his eyes wide open.” At seven or eight years old, nothing scared us like the thought of dying. We were endlessly curious, having seen many kinds of deaths in our community, affecting people we knew well. 

As we approached his house, just a few blocks away from ours, it was evident how shocking this news was. Everyone leaving the house shook their heads in disbelief. Many of the adults, apart from the children, struggled to grasp the literal meaning of death. All we were told was that the person had left and would not be returning. Out of curiosity, I took a quick look inside the house, and I'll never forget what I saw.

A sisal rope, the same kind we used to tie goats, was tightened around this family man’s neck. His tongue protruded, disconnecting from his mouth, and his eyes were wide open, as if he hoped to see his wife and kids one last time. 

In a futile attempt to alleviate the pain of the rope, his fists were clenching his neck. Perhaps he changed his mind at the last moment, but it was too late. As the rope tightened against the wooden roof support, his body stiffened and rotated slightly. Sweat covered his skin, especially his face, as if his body was trying to expel water, a stark indication of the struggle between his spirit and the world he had left behind.

The stool he had used to hang himself lay fallen just below his body. One of the men touched his feet and shouted, "Cut him down!" Within a few minutes, a police officer entered the house. News of the event spread like wildfire; the police had already been alerted, and a few officers were dispatched to the scene. Fortunately, his heart was still beating, and he was later rushed to the hospital.

He was a public servant who had worked during colonial times, the sole provider for his family of six. It had been over three years since he had lost that job, and family responsibilities had automatically fallen to his wife. Presumed misunderstandings compounded his distress, and that morning, while the children were busy in the gardens, he chose to end his life. 

I stood under a mango tree near their house, listening to an officer refer to his act as a “crime against the state.” All I could think was: What kind of government gets angry just because its people are suffering?

The Penal Code, written centuries ago, long before anyone understood how the human brain functions, still contains a clause that labels suicide as an offence. This is inscribed in cold ink, like a piece of writing that knows nothing of your sleepless nights or that specific kind of emptiness that screams louder than your own heartbeat. Yet this ink, in the form of a law, has outlived generations of suffering. It forces those who are bleeding to apologise for doing so.

Silence has its own unique vocabulary. You can hear it in the sudden pauses during conversations, from the person whose laugh is just a bit too loud, or in rooms that remain locked even in the middle of the day. I’m not referring to ordinary silence; this is a silence that carries weight and gathers dust in the corners of pain that never finds its voice. Eventually, when the noise of pretending becomes too overwhelming, that silence begins to speak back.

That is what "Ishara" means to me: a sign, a signal, or a tiny tremor acknowledging that someone has tried to say, "I am not okay," but nobody understands their language. I believe that suicide is rarely a pure desire to die; most of the time, it is a frantic and desperate plea to be finally seen and understood.

I didn’t write this book to justify death; instead, I aimed to understand life, the kind of life that quietly gets chipped away in the shadows of laws and religions that were meant to protect it. This book is for those who have survived their own endings only to be told they should feel shame. It’s for families who mourn in silence and for legislators who probably have no idea what it feels like when your own mind becomes a traitor.  

My only claim to authority is experience itself, the honest and unadorned authority that comes from sitting with pain until it finally reveals its patterns. I’m writing this because silence has often been tragically mistaken for peace and because genuine compassion isn’t pity; it’s the willingness to stand close to someone’s despair without immediately trying to fix it.

When that silence spoke to me, it didn’t use sentences; instead, it used memories. It whispered that surviving isn’t always the same as healing, and healing isn’t always about survival. It told me that the world doesn’t need to hand out more punishments for sorrow; what it needs are witnesses, people who can look at pain and refuse to turn away.

So, here I am, witnessing Ishara—a history of moments we label as weakness, but which are, actually, the clearest proof of our humanity. Maybe, somewhere between the rigidity of the law and the tenderness of the soul, between guilt and grace, we can finally stop calling the language of pain a crime and truly start listening to what it has been trying to say all along.
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​Chapter 1

​Ishara - The Sign Beneath the Skin
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“Not every wound bleeds red”

This chapter explores what “Ishara” means: the unspoken signs of human suffering, the gestures before collapse, and the coded language of the broken.

Navigating everyday life in Kampala can feel like an uphill struggle, exacerbated by the relentless heat that weighs heavily on both skin and spirit. The daily fight for survival can be draining. You feel the sun radiating off iron sheets, smell it mixed with fried plantains and diesel fumes, and hear it in the nonstop honking of vehicles squeezing through narrow, overcrowded roads.

This heat leaves its mark on everyone: the traffic officer whose shirt is soaked before midday, moving slowly to conserve energy; the market vendor swatting flies as she stands for hours under the sun; and the boda-boda rider resting his helmet against a wall for a moment’s relief as his old button phone silently reminds him of the chaos ahead.

We recognise this shared struggle. We see the sweat, the toiling, the dust, and we understand it. We call it ‘the hustle’, a kind of suffering we respect because it has a clear cause and a clear solution: work harder, earn more, and rest when possible.

But there is another kind of heat that goes beyond the sun, traffic, or poverty. It is the pressure inside the soul: silent, invisible, and without any outlet. It is sorrow that folds inward, the kind one cannot speak about because admitting it feels like failure in a society that worships strength. This hidden suffering is the true heat beneath many of our daily lives.

I sat in an outpatient waiting room at a health centre, a familiar place in many developing towns. The floors were rough and always seemed dirty, while the plastic chairs stuck to my thighs in the tropical heat. Motivational posters hung on the walls, their messages about healthy living peeling and almost making fun of the people sitting below them.

The whole environment felt neglected, with good intentions long faded. The air was heavy with a mix of a sterile smell and the stronger scent of people waiting, some hopeful, some scared. There was a constant, low hum: a cough here, a quiet conversation there, and in the distance, the sound of a sick child being scolded by a frustrated mother.

I was there for a meeting with the person in charge to go over health worker reports for the quarter. However, I kept getting distracted by the people in the waiting room. Yes, I’m a public health professional, a man trained to analyse data about populations. But before that, I was just a kid who learned to watch and observe because I couldn’t speak. I learned to read people’s emotions, seeing beyond just numbers to the emotions written in their body language.

I noticed a young woman across the room by the water dispenser. She looked to be in her early twenties and was holding a little boy, who couldn't have been older than three. The little boy had that restless energy all young children have, always squirming to chase after a broken toy or shout at a passing rooster. He was full of life and demanding attention, constantly pulling at her clothes.

In contrast, his mother stood still, calm in the chaos of the room. Her stillness was both perfect and unsettling next to her child’s energy. She didn’t seem focused on him, the posters or the entrance; her eyes were fixed on a worn patch of floor near her sandals. Her posture was tense; her shoulders were back but stiff, and her back stood straight like a board. Her jaw was tight, and I could see a faint twitch in a muscle near her ear every few seconds, like a timer.

Most people around, including the nurse at the counter checking her phone and the guard by the door resting his chin in his hand, would look at her and see just a tired mother waiting or someone bored. They would be right, but that’s just the surface. They noticed her exhaustion, but I saw something deeper, a complete blockage within her. The way she held her son too tightly and her stiff posture suggested she was gripping on not for comfort, but out of fear. Fear that if she let go, she might completely fall apart. That was Ishara.  

In conventional medicine, we look for symptoms that can be easily quantified, such as fever, coughing, and clear, red, or bleeding wounds. Ishara is the Kiswahili or Hindu term for "sign" or "signal," which can be measured and confirmed. But beneath the surface, Ishara represents something more profound. 

It's the quivering, nonverbal acknowledgement that someone isn't okay, expressed in a desperate language that the world often overlooks because it requires genuine change. It is the unseen wound beneath the smile, the reluctance to say "I'm fine," and the body's attempt to convey what words cannot. It reflects an outward expression of a psychological reality that cannot be put into words.

Ishara is the subtle trembling within us that tries to emerge before despair transforms into action. I observed her for a full ten minutes. She was operating on pure mechanical function, devoid of emotional vitality. What remained was a hard, quiet, torturous struggle to hold herself together, ensuring that the broken parts of her own stability did not spill out in public. If she began to cry, how would she stop? The concern is not just about crying; it's also about the social repercussions that would follow: quick judgment, unsolicited advice, and a complete loss of dignity.

And now I realise that often the deadliest wounds of all are the ones that require nothing from a physician and go unnoticed by the law. If you can't see the wound and can't measure it with blood pressure or an X-ray, it's all too easy to label the person who bears it as a failure rather than a fighter.

Ishara isn't always still. Sometimes, it's a desperate gesture, a frightened escape from an invisible attacker. I once knew a businessman, let's call him Stephen, who was always on the go, making frantic calls and travelling often, a lifestyle that many praised as ambition. He was constantly chasing the next business opportunity with a frenetic, even desperate energy; he never seemed to take a break or sit down. His loud voice, rapid gestures, and explosive laughter served as perfect distractions. However, I recognised Ishara in him.

His hypervigilance was disguised as business, a trauma response triggered by the memory of losing his family's land and the shame that followed. His mind led him to believe that if he stopped moving and didn’t prove his worth through constant activity, he would face humiliation. His "ambition" was an exhausting form of Ishara, a symptom of profound, untreated anxiety that was misinterpreted as a remarkable trait of a successful man. 

The community celebrated his actions, viewing them as achievements and signs of wealth. Yet, this behaviour was slowly harming him from within, depleting his energy and paving the way for future collapse into exhaustion and despair.

The core idea of Ishara is that when the mind is pushed beyond its limits or when its emotional expressions are consistently denied, it stops using words and instead communicates through the body. This phenomenon is known as somatisation, the ultimate act of bodily translation where mental suffering manifests as enduring, even debilitating physical symptoms.

For a solid diagnosis to show their spouse or boss, they might exclaim, "See? I'm not lazy; I'm just sick." They search for a label that alleviates any sense of moral failure. They describe persistent, crippling exhaustion that makes it difficult to lift their heads, joints that feel inflamed without any visible signs, migraines that never relent, and back pain that no amount of physiotherapy seems to alleviate.

The pain is tangible, a mind screaming when all the body can provide are physical aches, compounded by the unbearable, constant pressure of living a life with no foreseeable hope. The patient seeks to grant their sadness the dignity of a medical diagnosis, hoping to finally be allowed to rest and show weakness without feeling ashamed.

For this reason, I was taught at a young age that grief is something you must swallow before leaving the house. You square your shoulders and smile, regardless of whether it burns your throat, because the world values composure over honesty and the fragile, unstable reality of human suffering. 

The saying goes, "omusajja tagaaya musango gwe," which translates to "a man does not chew his own troubles." Instead of building prisons within ourselves and distancing us from the very community meant to support us, this adage was meant to foster resilience and strength in the face of adversity. We were taught to hide our sorrow, to transform our suffering into compliance, and to maintain composure even when we felt broken.

Somewhere between tradition and survival, pain lost its ability to communicate. I remember how people in my town spoke of mourning long before I learned the term "suicide." They treated it as if it were a fire that could only be contained by whispering half-truths, hiding behind rituals, and telling polite lies. 

There was a mother who lost her son and never cried in front of others. She swept his absence into the courtyard not with a broom, but through small, mechanical actions: the regular fetching of water, the ceremonial preparation of food, and the ceaseless weeding of the garden. She scattered ashes in corners to denote the limits of her grief and nodded when neighbours said, "God has taken him to a better place."

She epitomised the community's expectation of stoic acceptance by flawlessly performing the rituals of polite society. However, I noticed the emptiness in her eyes and the trembling of her hands when she thought no one was watching. The law and society do not see that hollowness, that invisible weight which has consumed her from the inside. 

They observe an act, a body, a moment of ultimate decision, and the conclusion of a crime, but they fail to see the years of quiet suffering and the river of sorrow that preceded it. They do not witness the prolonged violence of the cause, only the outward act of despair.

The tragic reality is that our culture provides two deeply harmful reasons for this hidden sorrow, and neither brings true healing; instead, both inflict further pain. The first is the most brutal; it involves self-blame in the form of "Overthinking." This is the cultural code for: Please minimise and comply; your concerns are too complicated for our straightforward, group answers. 

It is the final rejection of real psychological suffering. This is the last, torturous blow to the traumatised mind: being told that your suffering is your own responsibility for overthinking your way into disease, that your mourning is a lack of logic or thankfulness, and that it is evidence of intellectual laziness or moral weakness. This is precisely how Ishara remains hidden and pressed into the body, because the exterior world prohibits the vocal expression of inside suffering, leading the sufferer to feel their mind is the source of the betrayal.

The second framework is reserved for the most serious circumstances, in which the other is accused via the curse. The story changes to supernatural malice: "She has been cursed," or "An evil spirit possesses him." This is a frantic attempt to construct a framework that can explain the chaos and externalise the incomprehensible. Nonetheless, it closes the door to clinical medicine, replacing medical assistance with frequently cruel, non-scientific attempts at exorcism or isolation.

I've witnessed the horrific consequences of this belief: individuals shackled to trees or imprisoned in dark, isolated backrooms for months, if not years, as victims of a profound cultural dread that views mental illness as an infectious, demonic monster. The metal chain wrapped around a person's ankle is the most visible manifestation of an unseen cultural wound, a scary symbol of miscommunication and catastrophic system failure. The chain is where fear takes material shape.

When I first saw Ishara in someone else's eyes, I didn't recognise it.  His laughter had a structure and a practised cadence that didn't always match the beat of the moment, but he was a buddy and one of those individuals whose spirit could energise an entire room. It was slightly too loud and a half-beat too fast—like a motor running at a pitch too high to sustain itself, a mechanism designed specifically to ward off silence.  In retrospect, I understood that it was more of a frenetic performance meant to divert others, and perhaps even himself, from the emptiness inside.

Beneath his glittering voice lay fatigue and an unrelenting expenditure of energy. Behind that fatigue was a loneliness that even companionship could not fill, as well as a gap he couldn’t articulate. One morning in December, he took his own life—no note, no warning, no dramatic farewell.  There was only a sudden, devastating silence that split our little circle of friends between those who blamed him and those who wondered why.
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