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Praise for I never said I loved you:


 


‘Both funny and touching.’


Telegraph.
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‘Both unputdownable and beautifully-written, bracing and consoling. A book that tackles mental health and the darkest things with razor-sharp wit and mordant laughs aplenty … read this.’


Sharlene Teo


[image: Illustration]


‘I knew Rhik Samadder could write like an angel, knew he could make me bark with laughter. But I didn’t know he could tear the heart right out of me.


Marina O’Loughlin
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‘Extraordinarily beautiful and funny and sad and brilliant. All of these words feel inferior to any in the book, it’s so rich and lyrical. Astonishing.’


Joe Lycett
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‘Brutally honest and relentlessly funny.’


Adam Kay
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‘No one writes better, or more sweetly, about how it feels to feel. Even the darkest times are shot through with glorious, bright beams of wit.’


Janet Ellis
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‘I have always loved Rhik Samadder’s writing. And now there’s a whole book!’


Jessie Burton
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‘It is taking me forever to read I never said I loved you because I have to keep pausing to let out the breaths I’m holding, or the gasps, or the bark-laughs, or the sucker-punch throat-catching sobs. What a ride.’


Jack Monroe
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‘I never said I loved you is a work of fucking art. It’s as wrenching as it is funny.’


Stuart Heritage
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‘Equal parts hilarious and heartbreaking. What an absolutely riveting read.’


Nikita Gill
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‘A sparkling, thoughtful memoir. It manages to be witty, charming, brooding and devastating all at the same time.’


Justin Myers
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‘An extraordinary achievement; both painfully honest and laugh-out-loud funny – often on the same page. Utterly compelling, raw and hilarious, no one else could have written this book.’


Felicity Cloake
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‘Heartbreaking, funny, raw, brave and – yes! – even better than the egg thing.’


Erin Kelly




About the Book


On an unlikely backpacking trip, Rhik Samadder and his mother find themselves speaking openly for the first time in years. Afterwards, the depression that has weighed down on Rhik begins to loosen its grip for a moment – so he seizes the opportunity: to own it, to understand it, and to find out where it came from.


And so begins a journey of investigation, healing and recovery. Along the way Rhik learns some shocking truths about his family, and realises that, in turn, he will need to confront the secrets he has long buried. Through this, he triumphs over his fears and brings his depression into the light, without succumbing to it.


I never said I loved you is the story of how Rhik learned to let go, and then keep going. With unique humour and honesty, he has created a powerfully rich, funny and poignant exploration of the light and dark in all of us.




For my father
May the time be now





Introduction


Christmas morning, 2010. I’m in bed with my mother, in a Bangkok sex hotel. It is my thirtieth birthday. How have things got this out of hand?


To wind back a little, I hadn’t been looking forward to a fourth decade. My father had died three years before and I’d responded, with great resourcefulness, by having a comprehensive breakdown, ending a nurturing relationship, and moving back home. I couldn’t work, or go out, and didn’t want to be seen. A life shrunk to four small walls was all that seemed manageable. I was watching The Lion King a lot, and doing all the voices.


So when my mother announced we were going to Australia and Thailand for Christmas, I was unresponsive. Having been in the UK since 1979, she had recently become a British citizen and wanted to celebrate, by flying as far away from Britain as geographically possible. She wanted me to see the Great Barrier Reef, she said. I pictured men in shorts, throwing pigskins at my head. But I had no other plans.


The Australian leg was . . . not good. I became extremely sick, something of a signature move. My mother, basically a toddler, had us pinballing between territories like they were rides at Alton Towers. In three weeks, we flew from Perth to Cairns to Melbourne to Darwin. We spent about forty minutes in Alice Springs. She was loving it; I was dragging the meat of my own carcass around. We went to Sydney for a single night, which I spent staring at a toilet bowl. In one airport, I looked so rough they nearly didn’t let me on the plane; they thought there was a serious possibility I was carrying bird flu. The night before we left the country, my ex called me on a hotel lobby phone to tell me our dog had died.


Like I said: not good. Still, there was everything to play for. Christmas in Thailand sounded like an idea from a ‘thirty things to do before you’re thirty’ peak-experience hit list, the ones that fixate on kayaking, taking ayahuasca on Machu Picchu, or inconveniencing dolphins in Cancún. However, those lists are aimed at sexy young couples who like house music, not a depressed 29-year-old and his elderly mother. Don’t imagine beach huts or tinsel-strewn palm trees. Owing to a lack of online hut-booking facilities, and mobility issues, we were to spend the week sharing a Bangkok hotel room.


Many people may have a dated, stereotypically seedy mental image accompanying the words “Bangkok hotel room”. Those people would be correct. Instead of chocolates, the staff had left condoms on the pillows of the bed. The bed my mother and I were sharing. The ‘door’ to the bathroom was a barely frosted glass slat: a saloon door to a nightmare. A week on a porn set was not how I’d pictured becoming a man. At least, not like this.


So there we were, Christmas morning in a Buddhist land, my birthday, no tinsel, surrounded by sex aids. The thing was, with nothing else to do, we sat in the room and talked. I couldn’t remember the last time we had. Depression had left me uncommunicative, paralysed, angry with the world. There is so much shame attached to not being able to function, and I knew my life hadn’t progressed. I was turning thirty having not realised any dreams. I felt small.


Finally talking though, it became clear none of that stuff mattered to her. I’d done nothing in my whole life to make her proud, yet, unfathomably, she was proud anyway. She’d used her savings for us to be able to go as far away as we could, to show me things, for me to be happy.


I asked her about her life, which I’d never done, having always assumed I just emerged from a fog in the 1980s. She told me she’d been born in a trench in Burma during the war. How her mother had suffered too much to bear, and died young. How my mother raised her siblings. How later, after the death of my father – her husband – she’d refused to give up on life, and instead taught herself a new skill every year: conga drumming, sculpture, digital storytelling. We talked about what it means to surrender your Indian passport for ever, and take a British one. I realised I came from somewhere, which is to say I realised I was alive.


No one tells you the truth about adulthood, which is that you spend most of it missing people, and only a handful of moments last. Sometimes we have to force ourselves to not shut out the people we love, because they’re all that keeps us here. I wasn’t magically transformed that Christmas – I’m still grumpy, ungrateful and complain a lot. But I started to understand; and I started to mend.


This book is an attempt to tell the story of a depression, and how I got out of it. To understand an idea is to own it, and that day I felt the condition weaken its grip; opening up the possibility that I could slip its chokehold, perform a Russian legsweep and flip myself up to stare down its nostrils. I wanted to bark questions in its face. ‘Where did you come from? Why are you so greedy? Why, if you live inside me, do you want us to die? Why does your breath smell like that?’


I will get no reply, because my adversary is a chemical imbalance in my brain. Or a psychic hangover, oozing through the fractures of childhood. Or a tiny statistic in a social epidemic. Or a genetic hand-me-down, a family heirloom like a box of old spoons. Or a tentacled kraken, unpeopling my vessel, dragging my men down to the depths.


But I’ll keep talking, because I want to tell this story. Stories bring us comfort, even when they are not comforting stories, because the moral of every one is that whatever we have experienced, we are not alone. They can be a hand in the dark, a reminder that others have struggled, and prevailed. Mental health is perhaps the most serious topic we have, which is why it can be so boring to read about. But the truth is there is often a great deal of absurdity to our most harrowing experiences, which is a healing thing to remember when we feel out of joint. We need more Tales of Depression. Gather round, children, let’s talk about Great Aunt Stephanie, who sent sixty consecutive tweets to Sandra Bullock because she had no one else to talk to! Have I told you about the time your father cried for three days because he saw a tree that looked like an old man? And wouldn’t let us turn any lights out? He was like a difficult baby! That sort of thing.


In the past I have told myself that I was not human. That I had no family, that I was marooned from an alien species. Probably a superior species; it’s just the air here wasn’t good for me, which was why I walked bent double and felt tired all the time. But it’s not true. I just wanted to feel special, to claim compensation for things I had suffered, at the cost of sealing myself away from others. It was incorrect, but it was also a waste of resources. The things that made me feel totally alone then are now what bind me most tightly to others.


According to Jung, ‘The greatest and most important problems in life are fundamentally insoluble. They can never be solved, but only outgrown.’ He knew things, Carl. This book is about the deepest problems I have faced, and how I began to move beyond them. The going gets rough on ground like this. We’ll be stopping off at self-harm, grief, eating disorders and suicidal thoughts. (Though there will also be sex, knife crime and supermodels. I’ve got you covered.) Perhaps unsurprisingly, I’ve found the episodes most painful to recall are those that hurt other people, especially those close to me. Questions ignored, responsibility not taken, love unexpressed – by trying to make things better for myself, I made things worse for them. This book was always intended to be a sort of reverse treasure map, of the ways I lost my bearings, a catalogue of starless nights. Yet another idea quickly entwined itself around that initial project. I began wondering what freedom really consists of, and not just for myself.


That is why the other purpose of this book, running through its pages like a seam of golden regret, is the urge to mend. In my struggle towards better mental health, I have acted in ways that were paranoid, cowardly and selfish. Surly and aggressive. Treacherous and cold. (I’m pitching the Snow White sequel to Disney as we speak. It’s going to be called ‘Coal Black: When shit gets real, princess’. Don’t steal my idea.) I have been, like the result of a fox’s digestive process, a toxic little shit. While the whole book could be seen as a letter to those I have let down or left behind, I am quite a literal person, and have thus written a series of actual letters to close each chapter. They are addressed to the people who still rattle around my heart in unresolved ways. I needed this, to close the same chapters in my life. There was no other way to do it. I don’t have all your numbers.
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How to Keep Going


I stare at some turds and think about existence. Sunlight glints off the water that uncoils slowly through this park, next to the street where I grew up. In the distance, young people laugh among themselves. A pigeon struts the grass defiantly, while in the water a duck stands ankle-deep, looking at a confusion of twigs, a hurricane survivor surveying the wreckage of his home. I’m not sure if ducks have ankles.


How does one survive a life? For some reason, this is the thought that has been pressing itself upon my mind since I made a decision to write about – well, my mind. Specifically, the way it goes wrong.


It’s not a welcome question. All I want to do is set down how this particular problem feels, the tangible effects it has had, and what has helped. Even that’s hardly straightforward – akin to walking face first into thick smoke, hoping the fire will become more clearly visible. A relationship with depression has been the longest, most intimate and yet opaque I’ve ever known. It’s always been the two of us; a miracle we’ve stayed together so long. The key to any good relationship is knowing where the other is coming from, but this has always been a great mystery to me. Where does this paint-it-black, Chicken Licken shit come from? Was I born with a black frame of mind, or did I adopt it? Strange thing, to be a puzzle to yourself.


I have to get past the possibility that no one cares. Even I don’t want to hear about depression, because it’s depressing. The word sounds like air leaving a lilo. But perhaps this is a smokescreen for how difficult I find it to talk about feelings. I have often taken circuitous routes to avoid it, talking so obliquely that few could understand when I was asking for help. There was an astrophysicist I started hanging around with towards the end of university, known for brewing strong pots of opium tea, passing shrooms around like chocolate raisins, and dispensing wiggy lectures of a cosmological bent. I recall hitting him with this at the end of a late night.


‘Do you ever think about how one day the sun will be a faint disc, dying in the sky, unable to protect us?’ I had been preoccupied by the death of the sun recently, fixated on the universe drifting, losing touch with itself.


‘What faint disc?’ he scoffed, rousing himself on the tattered sofa. ‘You do know the sun will grow before it dies? That it’ll be huge and red and boil the seas and melt mountains and then the Earth will be physically dragged into its surface and disintegrated?’ I didn’t. ‘Dude, we don’t know how this ends,’ he added, pouring more tea. ‘The universe, if there is just one, could collapse at a point of maximal expansion, and vaporise everything in a split second. Which you have to admit is cool.’


I sensed I should be more upfront, but it felt too threatening. Later, I tried speaking to one of my teachers, a backwards step given I’d left school a decade ago. Miss Regent had always been supportive and interested, as well as impeccably cool, so agreed to meet for a catch-up, high atop the Brutalist architecture of the National Theatre, an unhelpfully dramatic setting.


‘How is movement even possible? There’s so much inertia,’ I began, apropos of nothing, lacking the momentum to explain what I meant. I didn’t possess language to contain the wilderness within. I wanted to frame what I was feeling rationally – from a distance, without risk – then be presented with an answer.


My old teacher took a beat, then started to draw on a napkin. ‘The thing about inertia is it’s what happens when the forces acting on an object are exactly equal,’ she said, sketching a box pressed by arrows from different directions. ‘It doesn’t mean nothing’s happening.’ An intriguing idea, way over my head. She drew more squiggles, indicating that taking away one side was as powerful as adding to another. ‘Is it acceleration you want, or to change direction?’ The weird thing was she had taught me English.


Depressives are constantly advised to be more open, to speak up, as if the only problem is our blushing reticence. But if one does find the nerve to speak directly, there’s no guarantee you’ll be heard. Wandering the city weeks later with nowhere to be, I saw a friend, Giles. We’d always had an easy relationship, though not too close. I would sometimes sleep on his sofa after group nights out, and he’d pass me primer CD mixes of Detroit techno that I listened to once.* He crossed the road in greeting, asking how I was, a coded British phrase that means ‘please don’t tell me’. But at that time I wanted only to lie down and never get up, so decided to play an honest hand.


‘I’m . . . tired of life,’ I confessed. It felt good to tell someone. There was a long, uncomfortable pause.


‘Does that mean you’re tired of London?’ he quipped, backing away from the cliff edge. A bookish riff on a Dr Johnson quote: ‘When a man is tired of London, he is tired of life.’ I laughed to show I got it, while feeling incredibly alone.


Now, I can see that I didn’t need jokes or differential calculus or cosmology. I needed to be honest with myself about how bad I felt, and to ask a professional for guidance. I needed someone to tell me I would be okay.


Scientific accounts of the major bummers – depressive personality disorder, bipolar II, cyclothymia, whatever your poison – only tell a portion of the story, but what do they say? That depression is almost certainly hereditary. Genetics determines whether we grow flat feet, have blue eyes, or a predisposition to complex mood disorders. Depression runs through families like a Soho rickshaw driver. Funny how people talk about a genetic lottery, as if we originally had a say in the numbers.


So, who dumped these ingredients, this box of thistles and ketchup, at my doorstep? An enquiry needs suspects, and here are two in the frame, one of whom is inconveniently dead. From memory I can construct the picture of my father. Health problems, financial anxiety, an inflexible daily routine of fish dinners and Columbo. But also practicality, tenacity, an ability to see into the future – none of which fit my experience of depressive symptoms. Let’s downgrade his status to ‘person of interest’.


My mother, on the other hand there’s certainly something fruity sprouting in that neck of the woods. My mother has claimed that trees talk to her, and one birthday, she presented me with a breakfast of Parma ham, popcorn and the DVD of 127 Hours, the self-maim mountain-porn movie starring James Franco. I remember a time she hadn’t been responding to messages for a few days and I careened home in a state of panic to discover she had been keeping her phone in the bin. ‘If I’m senile, I’ve been senile since I was twelve!’ she laughed. If anyone asks me why I am the way I am, I usually point at her.


But this won’t stick either. She has more friends than me. She takes herself off to trade conferences around the country for pleasure, is always air-drumming to any piece of music she hears, and frequently pieces no one can hear. She may be mad as a mug of plum chutney but she is essentially happy. So now where should I look? There’s no one else to ask. I have no siblings. I don’t know any other family really. I’m aware some do exist, but they are 4,990 miles away in India. You could get to the International Space Station and back ten times covering the same span. It’s ten times further than the Proclaimers would consider an acceptable long-distance relationship, and they’re pretty desperate.


Throughout my twenties, not knowing my relatives had never struck me as a problem. The entire idea of family was strange to me. (This mainly came from watching the bald Mitchell brothers in EastEnders, who were constantly sleeping with the wrong wives and making each other bankrupt. If I ever needed an alibi for murder, family seemed like a good bet. Otherwise, the whole thing looked like a pain in the arse.) In the absence of family, however, strange ideas had taken root in my head from a young age. That I wasn’t from anywhere. That I had no backstory and was free to be whoever I chose. Yet that didn’t appear to be working out: my first choice, given unlimited avenues, probably wouldn’t have been ‘unemployed actor who has a nervous breakdown at twenty-seven’.


As my mental state deteriorated, I began to take solace in the idea that I wasn’t even a person. I would take ostentatious offence when described as human, which must have been tedious for everyone.




Receptionist: Are you one of the people who signed up for Bodypump Aquatics?


Me: I’m not a person.





I should have asked about my family history earlier. Before it was too late. My parents and I had never had a talkative relationship. Distance from them, and a mystery concerning their lives before me, as if such a thing even existed, was a good exchange for privacy in my own. Besides, I knew it would be another dead end: my mother’s mother had died while giving birth to my mother’s younger sibling. There’s no good question to ask about that, little light to be shed. Some conversations will always be too late.


But as with any good mystery, my initial assumptions were wrong. I remember an eavesdropped conversation, during the year I had crashed and burned. I’d moved back in with my mother and rendered myself housebound, contact with the outside world withered to nearly nothing. I was for some reason crouched halfway up the stairs – a grown man at this point, mind you – listening to my mother talk about her childhood with a friend on the phone. That wasn’t the unusual part, but my paying attention was. She was explaining that she hadn’t had a mother to turn to, since her own mother had been an invalid. I’d been told she never knew her mother. An invalid? Was she a character from a Somerset Maugham novel? I pictured someone with an ear trumpet. I was appalled at how little I knew.


When the lights turn green, you have to drive. My mother and I were going to have one of our disastrous annual attempts at a conversation. I shuffled into the kitchen, opened the fridge and stared into its back wall. She was ironing a transfer of Mother Teresa onto a baseball cap that she would later wear backwards, making me wish I had never been born.


‘You okay? Want some food?’


‘NGH,’ I grunted, while reaching for some cheese. (My grunts have discernible meanings for anyone forced to spend time with me, as with Jane Goodall’s chimpanzees. ‘Ngh’ could convey anything from ‘leave me alone’ to higher-order propositions such as ‘life is a shitshow’.) In my head, I was panicking about how best to broach a difficult subject, after years of silence, filling in the blanks, and getting it wrong.


‘Are you okay, bebe? Are you too hot?’


‘No.’


‘Too cold?’


‘No.’


‘Are you exactly right?’


I thought for a second. ‘No.’


Behind me, my mother continued to iron, squashing the dome of the hat awkwardly flat, to receive the saintly face. I continued to stare blankly into the fridge, not knowing what to say, my grunts for once not up to the job.


‘Well, there’s a pizza in the freezer, and yoghurts. Or venison.’


My mother has a Henry VIII-esque attachment to venison. Neither of us ate it, yet there were always smoked slices in the fridge. I had no idea where they came from. We were poor, and lived in Lewisham, a London borough judged the most violent place in the country by the UK Peace Index. It’s possible the venison was human fallout from local turf wars.


‘I THOUGHT YOU SAID YOUR MUM WAS DEAD!’ I shouted at some old milk.


‘She is. What’s happening, bebe?’


‘I mean, I thought she died in childbirth.’


A pause. ‘No, she was alive. But . . . she was in bed a lot. She had severe problems with mental health. So.’


Sweat prickled my scalp. ‘Okay,’ I say, reaching for a Müller Light and leaving the room.


This was a lot to take in. I felt like Luke Skywalker being told his father wasn’t dead, and had instead been taken over by the Dark Side. My grandmother was . . . Darth Vader? Except in real life the Dark Side doesn’t give you formidable powers like electric hands and remote throat pinching. It makes you sad and small and unable to leave your room.


I needed to know more. If I was Luke Skywalker, I needed Yoda. An infuriating yet wise teacher, who was both young and old, and could guide me to understanding. Luckily my seventy-three-year-old Indian mother, who is four foot nine and speaks in jumbled-up English, fits the bill almost exactly. The problem was how to talk to her. I had never been much of a talker, and the condition had further crushed my ability to relate to others. Intimacy asked too much, and I was a coward, with a liver so lily it could poison cats. This meant that when I needed to ask a favour, deliver news or extract highly personal information, I would do so on conversational raids: approached blindside and blundered through with brute insensitivity.


I also needed a little time to digest the unsettling news, and so allowed four or five years to pass before asking a follow-up question. I had by this time learned to start talking again, but it was a foreign language, and the blunderbuss was still my conversational weapon of choice. The occasion presented itself on a dark Christmas afternoon, as we were crawling up Regent Street on foot, crowded by shoppers. We found ourselves at a momentary pause, our progress past Hamleys Toy Shop stymied by laughing children. Goodwill was in the air, and festive cheer.


‘WHAT MENTAL-HEALTH PROBLEMS DID YOUR MUM HAVE WAS IT SCHIZOPHRENIA OR DEPRESSION OR WHAT?’ I said, with the volume and feeling of a man in charge of a firing squad.


There was a long pause. ‘We didn’t know the word “depression”.’


‘What did the doctors say?’


‘How am I to know? I was so young, no one talked about it to us.’


‘People, then. What did people say?’


‘They said she wasn’t sane.’


I pressed on, with the sympathy of a policeman who has found drugs in his son’s jacket.


‘Where did it come from?’


My mother sighed. ‘She lost . . . a lot of children,’ she said. ‘Two sons, one day after another. Young. Then her eldest daughter also died, twelve or so. It was a very sad thing, the shock of it. Then of course our eldest brother was in a very serious accident. Broke his spine and died. That was it for her.’


My internal organs were seizing up in discomfort, yet I was also aware of a strange sort of wonder. ‘I remember her illness, before she died,’ she continued. ‘She definitely had depression; she was always alone in her room. She did her own cooking. If she ever came out, she was lost in her own world.’


Ahead of us Robert Wadlow, the world’s tallest man, stood sadly under a Ripley’s awning that read ‘Believe It or Not!’ It seemed a travesty that he should have to stand, even in statue form, under a sign that gave you the option of disbelieving in his existence. I thought about the unlikely odds of my mother being here, and by extension me.


I became aware of being pressed around by strangers, a stream of unknowable people aching in their own ways. Behind us, a low monologue picked itself out of the general din. An older man guiding a younger, I assumed his son, who did not speak. ‘Look people in the eye when you talk to them,’ he was coaching him gently. ‘There’s no need to panic, speak clearly. You don’t need to be scared.’ The boy was black, in his twenties, wearing a hoodie and an unreadable expression that pierced me in the gut. Startling how the world reconfigures itself to your emotional state.


I realised I was in no way listening to what my mother was saying. This is another of my signature moves, mentally checking out of difficult conversations. To this day, if someone attempts to talk to me seriously about money, relationship problems or unchecked moles, I immediately start feeling drowsy. Where defensive narcolepsy isn’t a safe option, I’ll become hypnotised by a crumb of pastry caught in the groove of a stranger’s corduroys, or the way they’ve laced their shoes. It’s not the level of engagement people hope for, but I’m not in control of it. I recognise the signs of a shutdown now: the drooping head and wandering ears, the pull of disconnection and unconsciousness. The effort of resisting the spiral requires so much energy that it amounts to the same thing, but I do try. I understand it’s rude to fall asleep when people are asking about your intimacy issues.


I’d initiated this conversation, which made it even stranger. I tried to focus. She was still young when her mother died, my mother was reiterating, and only remembered bits and pieces of her. Her childhood was disorienting, she explained, and they moved around a lot due to my grandfather’s job in the Merchant Navy. I’d heard the outline of this history in a Bangkok hotel room, but clearly there was a lot more. I asked her to start from the beginning, and tell me everything she could.


‘I was born in a seaport town in Burma,’ she began, like a barnacled sea dog trading her story for snifters of grog. ‘The war had begun, and everyone ran away, but my father had to stay. The hospital had been bombed, so I was born in a trench. He delivered me, though he had no training. There was no one else left.’ This was an unexpectedly brutal, Cormac McCarthy-esque start to the story. ‘Mother and her children – there were still six of us at this point, my younger sister not yet born – were sent away in a submarine. I don’t know where we landed. Father was left behind.’


After staying with grandparents for a year or two, the family found their way to Bombay, the children sent to missionary school. But they were always in rented housing, never a place of their own, always ready to move. Eventually, while still young, they found themselves in a far outskirt of Calcutta, and things became darker. As her children’s deaths mounted up, their mother became too ill to attend to those still living; with their father often away working, the surviving siblings had to raise themselves. ‘We spent our lives in the streets,’ she said. ‘Though it wasn’t actually a street, it was a track really. It led to a gun factory belonging to the Manton company, who owned the land. But it was a wild place. There were foxes, kingfishers, scorpions. I saw mongooses fighting cobras. There were snakes in the house too.


A far cry from cosmopolitan, coastal Bombay, they were now living at the edge of a jungle, where they didn’t speak the native language and were regarded as outsiders. ‘That village mentality is very small. We looked different, sounded different. We had been raised quite Western, and weren’t streetwise.’ Already vulnerable, already alien, as the family’s losses increased, so did their isolation. My mother suddenly looked tired, as if recollection was a physical weight. ‘They knew she had a mental illness, so they treated us differently. There was a lot of bullying.’


My family’s story struck me as a squalid cross between a council-estate drama and Tarzan. So much misery; it sounded like an unbelievably crap life. I looked at her sceptically, my forehead scrunched up like a Cornish pasty. ‘When you’re young, you don’t understand these things,’ she continued. ‘Father never talked about anything; she wasn’t seen by anyone. Her name was Kamala. He tried to give her the best treatment he could. But in those days, it was taboo that killed people more than the illness.’


What was Kamala like before the illness? I knew from the pause that my mother could not remember.


‘She made beautiful embroideries. She was very good-looking. I have heard she played tennis and badminton, in Burma. And she loved to sing.’


Later that night I thought about the family I’d had neither the opportunity nor, to be honest, desire to meet. I felt the fragile thread of connection to my grandmother as if she were sitting with me, with her sewing. The ghost of a woman I never knew. Despite not knowing her story, I had in some small way – and this was the wondrous thing to me – retraced it. Had spent a long, long time unable to leave my room, retreating deeply into myself. I knew the feeling that the world outside was overwhelming, and there was no safety but in invisibility.


Which wasn’t to say I knew how she felt. I may as well have looked at Christ and remembered a splinter. The worst imaginable losses had been visited on this woman over and over again. She had known horrors, and had died unhappily in her fifties. What did I have to complain about, a young man in twenty-first-century London? Patchy Wi-Fi?


You’ve probably heard of the phrase ‘First World problems’. It’s a jokey conversational hashtag white people attach to their luxurious problems, a sort of privilege dog whistle, called on themselves. ‘The thing about Cannes Film Festival is it always rains – I know, First World problem.’ ‘Waitrose are out of popcorn for dogs. First World problem klaxon!’ It is funny, but riddled with self-loathing. It implies that people from the developing world don’t suffer from, for example, depression, because they have real problems, while people in the West shouldn’t feel bad about anything, because comparatively, they have no problems. My family and experience have taught me that isn’t the case. Anxiety expands to fill whatever container it’s in, like a gas.


For decades, I didn’t feel worthy of saying I had depression. The grandiosity of diagnosis struck me as showing off. Other people had been, and were, in far worse condition, with no help available to them. Misplaced guilt stopped me asking for help, a common by-product of low self-esteem. It strikes me as the height of self-denial now. Yes, other people have it way, way worse than you – so what? Perspective helps, but suffering is suffering. There’s more than enough to go round. I had confused misery with a packet of Rolos, worried that I might take the last one.


The long road back to health began with fully acknowledging my black dog, and the havoc it had wrought. Depression had pushed me to self-harm, suicidal ideation and drama school. Where did this devastating force come from, and would I always be under its power? Unlike for my grandmother, the condition didn’t feel like a response to a catastrophic event, unless it was one I had forgotten. It felt like a force that had been unknitting me inch by inch as I grew, like a tapeworm sucking up nutrients. How could I find its beginning, or know which effects to attribute to it? I baulked at the scale of the unpicking. It felt like too much.


When asked what depression feels like, I’m reminded that there are as many notions of hell as there are human minds to conceive them. What’s worse about the water torture of negative thoughts is that it leads us into silence. The more it takes, the less that can be spoken, nothing clearly seen. Depression cuts out your tongue, takes your heart as its own. We grasp at metaphors – a black dog, an anchor, a tunnel with no lights, walls that draw in. Plumes of smoke that fill the lungs. You are dripping in oil; it coats your eyes, your nose, your mouth. You are suffocating. You are in a locked room on fire. It is a black hole, sucking in light, hungry for your atomic disassembly.


The one thing that’s easy to convey, that’s always at hand, is an overwhelming sense of pointlessness. The feeling is a dark echo of that childhood game in which every adult statement is met with a ‘Why?’ Everyone has to get up in the morning. Why? It’s a good idea to spend time with friends. But is it? Everything will be all right. How do you know?


When our disenchantment with the world is absolute, the cost is greater than happiness. Wonder, gratitude and generosity all fall by the wayside, as well as the creative space of curiosity and flexibility, a sense of progression and our own resilience. When these things are gone, they feel as irretrievable as innocence. Now, when the mood comes upon me, an unwished visit from a dark spirit, I try to remember that there is a way back; to recover what has been lost. How does one survive a life? By keeping going, however possible. When I’m feeling faithless and I’m on the ropes, stubbornness can see me through. When I have energy, I’ll come out punching, using anything at hand. Pills, psychoanalysis, CBT, extreme exercise, and some stranger paths too. If we have to fight for our mental health, we should fight to win.


Back in the park, I watch the pigeon peck at the patchy grass. ‘I will not be disassembled,’ I tell her. Her eye is red-rimmed, as if she’s not been sleeping too well either. The duck has been joined by his mate and they shake themselves, as if readying to leave the house. They do have ankles, I decide. Unless those are knees, and go backwards. I’m not really sure.


I know that all it takes to unpick a happy ending is to stay with the story a little longer. None of us know the future, and on the days when a happy ending doesn’t feel like it’s on the cards, a good story is still worth the price of admission. It feels worth sticking around to keep things interesting.


My depression is so all-consuming that it’s easy to imagine it has always been there, the enemy I’ve been fighting as long as I can remember, pulling me down, gravity’s malevolent twin. But now I want to finish what I’ve started and bring this thing into the light, make it solid, something I can handle. This means pushing past what I think I know, into things I’ve chosen to forget. What stories should I tell, to make an account of myself? There are obvious triggering events or periods I have experienced. The racism of Britain in the 1980s when I was growing; body issues that came to the fore in puberty. The standard self-flagellation that adolescence brings didn’t abate as I grew out of my teens, and the loss of my father opened up a sinkhole under my mid-twenties. But I have to go back even earlier, because I have been fixated on my own annihilation since earliest childhood. And there’s something else; something I find hard to think about. A memory that lies rotting like the body of a bird in the back room of a house. It’s time to open all the doors, and bring out the dead.





 



Letter to Kamala


I always avoid your eyes.


There are seven pictures in the frame, and you are in three of those, and this is all that remains of you. Pictures of a family I don’t know, in a time and country strange to me.


Such big eyes you have, Grandmother; all the better to see you with. Something is dragging you down. You cradle a child I know died too young. Oh God, was everything really so terrible back then? No one smiled in photographs in the past. You should see what we do in photographs now. We’re all smiling all the time, and that’s not true either.


I know that look. Where did you go, in your head? When they asked what it was like, what did you tell them? Did they ask? It’s different here, we name things, try to treat them. People spend their whole lives trying to understand people like us.


I thought you died. In childbirth, I mean; that’s what I was told, or what I heard. Maybe it was like you had died. I don’t think Ma knew you either, not the way a daughter should know her mother. She turned out to be a strange person, but popular, you’d like her. Maybe you were strange too. Sorry this is all such a mess. Sorry I’m too late.


It was not kind to avoid your eyes.


I’ll make myself look now.





__________


* I don’t mean ‘for a period of time in the past’; I mean I listened to them once.
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How to Remember


A cab took me to the tube, the tube took me to the station, then the Caledonian Sleeper carried me overnight to Glasgow, where I had come to kill my mother. I’d come to tell her something that would destroy her, but I had run out of other options. It was her or me, and I made the only choice I could, because that’s what survival means.


It all came down to the cost of telling this story. From the moment I decided to confront my past, I encountered resistance. Some of it was social – when people hear you want to talk about your mental-health issues, you can see the flicker of a worry, as they wonder whether you’ve just returned from a genocidal spree, or are gearing up to go. For some reason, it’s also seen as vain to be writing your memoirs when you’re in your thirties and no one knows who you are. But the biggest obstacle to writing about my life was an internal, arguably serious, handicap: the fact I didn’t remember it.


I’ve always had an extraordinarily poor memory. I’m one of those people who always forget a face, have to look up their own phone number, wonders why I even came in here. But those are merely functional problems. I struggle with remembering things I’ve done, or experienced, places I have been. Alcohol might explain some short-term lapses, but I generally don’t drink that much. I don’t think drugs are to blame either. I’m always too anxious to take them, convinced that I’ll get a bad batch and end up vegetative or dead.


Having said that, I recently met up with a friend after many years; she revealed the last time we’d been together we’d taken ecstasy and posed for pictures holding a gun, in a stranger’s flat. A real gun; she had pictures. Someone else reminisced about her thirtieth birthday, which we’d spent together in the bath. It seems rude to tell someone you don’t remember a thing like that.


The high point of bewilderment came when Amish Tom, my oldest friend and occasional nemesis, mentioned a fortnight we’d spent in New York.


‘I’ve never been to New York,’ I corrected him. ‘Though I have seen Ghostbusters eight times.’


‘It was a month after 9/11. We visited Ground Zero,’ he insisted. ‘The immigrations guy at the airport picked you out of the crowd and put his hand in your pants.’


‘What kind of holiday is that?’


Amish supplied more details, each of which elaborated an increasingly implausible picture. We’d bumped into an old housemate from university halls in the Spanish portrait wing of the Met Gallery. Spent a night at an artist’s squat party, where we watched a banned Karen Carpenter biopic performed by Barbie dolls. Attended a punk gig in a Hell’s Kitchen speakeasy, which was full of dwarves. Stuff that wasn’t like forgetting a phone number. I knew I’d never been to New York, certainly not the trip he was describing, which sounded akin to a David Lynch movie. We fought for months. One day, to settle it, I retrieved my passport from its shoebox, and turned the watermarked pages. There it was, in brute stamp. ‘JFK, 2001. Admitted.’ It sounded like a confession. How did I not remember? Had I been dropping into fugue states my entire life?


Hearing these stories was like sitting in the audience, watching myself onstage. I didn’t recognise this Mr Hyde self, living it up with drugs and guns, while all I could remember was loneliness and the first six series of Friends. It dawned on me that I was making the subtle yet chasmic shift from having a bad memory to becoming a person with few memories; a much lonelier predicament. I knew facts about me that appeared on paper, where I had studied and lived, jobs I had held and people I’d written to. But my impressions of myself, the bedrock of identity, were chaotic and strung out of order, a spilled necklace badly reassembled. And that wasn’t the only reason I was unsure of sharing my story. There was a strong sense that forgetfulness, and the corrosion of my mental health at a young age, were bound together. I was hesitant to step into the fog, because I knew there were monsters in it.
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