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			Advance Praise for Mending Reality

			 

			“Miles-Rath’s account of his 2016 onset of schizoaffective disorder at the age of twenty-two is a must-read. He communicates the experience of psychosis with the clarity and humanity that only someone with lived experience can. Just as importantly, Miles-Rath highlights the ways that even the best-intentioned policies fail the millions who experience psychosis, particularly the small percentage whose delusions lead to violence. His story reveals how our mental health system struggles at every level—from early intervention to crisis response to recovery support. We must amplify voices like Miles-Rath’s to correct damaging narratives about mental illness that promote stigma, enable ineffective and dehumanizing treatment, deny dignity and autonomy, and fail to support meaningful recovery. This memoir stands as both a gripping personal account and an urgent call for systemic change. Well-written, relatable, and highly recommended.”

			—Sophie Littlefield, author and mental health advocate
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			Author’s Note

			Everything in this book is from my memory, a collection of records, research, and conversations with family and friends. I don’t remember everything from my experience with psychosis—this story is a small fraction. I know some memories were severe delusions, hallucinations, and other symptoms. With other memories, I don’t know if they were a symptom or not. I want to keep it that way. If I were to summarize coping with my psychosis, it would be the ability to acknowledge and embrace the gap between certainty and uncertainty.

			For explanation ease, I use well-known clinical terms to describe my experience with mental illness. I understand these experiences could be described differently and apart from the medical model. I value these perspectives and support the growing conversation with mental health.

			The majority of people’s names in this book are pseudonyms.

			Content Warning

			Many parts of this book may be difficult for those who have experienced psychosis or psychosis-related symptoms. Please read with caution and do not continue if symptoms occur. Also included are depictions of mania, suicide, self-harm, and violence. Please reach out to a trusted source if you need help. For immediate support, call or text 988 or chat at 988lifeline.org.

		

	
		
			Foreword

			Two months after I published my memoir, a man named Cohen sent me a message on Facebook.

			“We have a similar story,” he began, “although I was the one holding the knife.”

			The book I had just published was about this similar story. More than a decade before I spoke with Cohen, my younger brother, Tim, began struggling with schizophrenia. Years of attempted treatment and hospitalization did little to quiet his mounting illness. In 2014, in the midst of a severe psychosis, Tim attacked and killed our mother.

			One of the differences between Cohen’s story and my own is that his father survived.

			“My father was able to fight me off,” Cohen’s message explained, “avoiding a life ending tragedy for my family.”

			But Cohen and Tim shared many things. They shared a diagnosis, a winding path of inadequate treatment, obstacles preventing them from receiving the care they needed. They had both been serious college athletes. Both had studied philosophy. They were both twenty-two when psychosis convinced them that one of their parents needed to die.

			Cohen’s life, of course, diverged dramatically from Tim’s. After thirty days in jail and a year of mandatory treatment, Cohen went on to earn a master’s degree in social work, start a career as a mental health advocate, tell his story to enact needed change. Tim has been confined in a psychiatric prison for over a decade.

			When I agreed to speak with Cohen, I told him that I was captivated by his story and in awe of his work as an advocate. This was—and remains—true. But there was something else, something I couldn’t say or explain to him at the time. I needed to speak with Cohen, so I could see who Tim might have become if our mother had survived.

			Among the many powerful currents running through Cohen’s book is a haunting string of what if. Cohen injects these moments into his gripping narrative, pausing the scenes in which his illness seizes control to wonder how else his story could have unfolded. The sharpest is the one that animates the book, the what if at his story’s core.

			Imagine where I would be now if that knife punctured my father’s throat. He wouldn’t be here. I’d be locked up somewhere. Psychosis still tormenting me.

			Many moments in Cohen’s narrative receive this treatment. He rigorously interrogates his past.

			What if I went through a less frightening method of urgent care—would have I been more likely to listen to the doctors? What if, instead of forced medication, treatment relied on support from loved ones, peers, and providers who engaged in a process of change rather than an immediate fix?

			What if I understood what schizophrenia was—would I have taken it more seriously?

			Though all of us can understand the impulse behind these questions—did this have to happen, what could have changed—those of us with intimate knowledge of mental illness—whether firsthand or through a loved one—know how what if, what if, what if can spiral out of control. I have plenty what ifs of my own.

			What if I had listened to Tim when he told me he saw a possessed coin floating in our basement? What if Tim had taken his pills instead of flushing them down the toilet? What if our mother had dialed 911 before he attacked her? What if I had been at home on the day our mother died?

			Sometimes, guilt animates what if. For a long time, guilt was behind most of mine.

			But Cohen’s what ifs are the basis for investigation, for digging into his past for something more profound than why, why, why. His book points a way forward, conceives of a world where we recognize the early signs of mental illness, where we eliminate barriers to effective treatment, where we pay attention when someone is in the grip of psychosis.

			In describing what being in this grip meant for him, Cohen offers the most piercing first-hand account of psychosis that I have ever read. This includes everything from sensory disruptions (“The red paint’s glossy texture smoldered against the night’s shadow,”) to bizarre acts stemming from delusions (“To show the devil I could get rid of him, I smashed a building’s window and tossed in red items including a hat, lighter, and an Old Spice container,”) to world mangling messages (“His black clothes. His red face.… The devil is inside my dad,”).

			But what these details provide, in addition to riveting narrative, is an antidote to all the sensationalized headlines that flattened Cohen’s story after he attacked his father. As he points out, those articles about the attack remain one Google search away, the single column stories that cast him in the stigmatized role of deranged killer.

			I can’t stop people from searching for my name. I could change it—John Michael is common enough to remove me from the spotlight. But I need my identity.

			And we need it too: the Cohen in this book, the full picture he provides of childhood, madness, and recovery. So much more than a mug shot in a newspaper.

			This is also what I needed for Tim. In the aftermath of our mother’s death, the word Matricide appeared in sensationalized headlines, invoking horror films that condition us to see Tim as the psycho killer of our nightmares.

			It has always been easier for us to treat people like Cohen and Tim as monsters. It’s easier to dismiss their stories with a single headline, with the specter of the deranged killer. It’s easier to scoff “psycho” and cast their stories aside.

			But Cohen’s book suggests another way. What if we saw the full story behind these headlines? What if we understood how serious mental illnesses can metastasize in the people we love? What if we paid attention instead of looking away?

			At first, I did see Cohen as a version of my brother, as who Tim could have become on a more hopeful timeline, one where our mother didn’t have to die. How could I not have? Yet, as I got to know Cohen, as I read his writing, another painful wish emerged. What if I had met Cohen before my mother died?

			If I’d heard Cohen’s story or read this book—then, before—I would have known how corrosive Tim’s demons could become. I would have known about the barriers to effective treatment for people living with psychosis. I would have known that at the apex of Tim’s untreated illness our mother’s life could be in danger.

			In the opening of this book, Cohen wonders, “What small mercy kept my family and me from plunging into this darkness?” Of course, this question is painful for me. The small mercy that saved Cohen’s father was absent when my mother died.

			But with Mending Reality, Cohen has given us more than a small mercy. He’s written something that will inspire systemic change and save lives. He’s crafted a story for people facing challenges with their mental health and a story that will make a difference for families on the precipice of crisis.

			I know it could have made a difference for mine.

			 

			Vince Granata, author of Everything Is Fine

			October 2024

		

	
		
			Part I

		

	
		
			Prisoner

			Trapped in a jail cell, I sit on its wall-anchored table. Rotting flesh—cuisine from Hell’s Kitchen—feeds my nostrils. I haven’t eaten in days.

			I stare at the wall—its white, dirty cement. Little dots are wedged within the concrete like scattered stars in the dark.

			I’m seeing the Universe. It’s disintegrating. Dripping. Dropping. The dots fade right before me.

			“He…lp,” a static voice pleads through the radio—the only way for cross-galaxy contact.

			It’s all my fault. I discovered the key to existence. I let it slip into Satan’s grip.

			But wait. I can stop this. I control everything. Maybe, I can connect the dots and fix everything.

			I strengthen my focus. My back straightens. My head steadies. I feel the air lift—the dots stay afloat. It’s working.

			“You got this. Our world cheers for you!” another voice from beyond the horizon says.

			I’m fixating so intensely, I shake. Biceps bounce. Shoulders convulse.

			“Stop playing games!” shouts the Man in Black from outside the cell door.

			My focus veers. I lose my grip. Pressure pounds on my brain as the cheers grow louder, and the wall flashes like a vicious strobe light.

			All I can think is how I am so close. So close to finishing the mission.

			But the pressure pounds on my brain; the pressure pounds on my brain; the pressure pounds on my brain.

			I stop, right before the Universe mends. Screaming cuts the air. Sounds of terror from those who cheered me on.

			Guilt. Shame. I feel a presence.

			“Where is he?” a sinister voice asks the Man in Black.

			I look down. My arms shine bright red. The white floor blurs my periphery.

			“I’m going to talk to Satan.”

			“Don’t talk to Satan.”

			Heavy foul footsteps approach my cell.

			“Hey, Brother.”

			I look around, dazed.

			“Go to bed and stop playing games,” the prison guard says.

			I listen.

			I stood tall when reading this poem—two years since that jail cell—in front of strangers. Mouths dropped. Eyes stretched wide. Clearly, not everyone in the audience had heard a firsthand experience of severe psychosis.

			Hallucinations of Satan and Gods. Delusions of discovering the truth in everything. A deceptive connection to the Universe.

			I didn’t mention how I ended up in jail. I tried to kill my dad because I believed the devil was inside him. I wasn’t ready to talk about that yet.

			Others went on to read their poems—happy, soft words that brought light into the room.

			“It’s a great day for poetry,” one reader said.

			I agreed—it was my first time.

			People circled me after the event.

			“Thank you so much for sharing,” an older woman said, grabbing my hand and tilting her eyes up.

			“Not everyone appreciates the dark poet,” a middle-aged man said. “They always want the merry ones.”

			Then an older man, with one hand on my shoulder and the other cupping his mouth, leaned into my ear.

			“I suffer from depression and had suicidal thoughts not that long ago,” he whispered, as if saying something bad. “Thank you for sharing.”

			His somber voice warmed my heart. I wasn’t the only one looking for support.

			***

			I wrote the poem in my bedroom during graduate school. A room the same size as that jail cell from two years before. Both fit a twin-size bed, desk, and little walking room. However, in the bedroom, my state of reality was far different.

			I had freedom. I could open a window and smell the fresh air of nearby trees. I could decorate with my favorite images—pictures of friends, a New York City poster, and art depicting the Adirondack Mountains.

			I had mental stability. Nothing forced me to believe in anything out of the ordinary. I knew the exact time and day, and could understand what I was doing. Most importantly, I knew who I was.

			I was Cohen. A young man, born and raised in rural New York, pursuing a master’s degree in social work to help others. Although my mind, body, and soul were no longer bound by the shackles that once pulled me into the dark abyss, I didn’t live without them.

			***

			If you Google my name right now, you find news articles from the spring of 2016, the year I was to graduate from college. One is titled “Steuben County Man Accused of Assaulting Father.”

			If you read that article, you learn how I attacked my dad with a knife. I bit a chunk of his ear off. Police arrested me at gunpoint. As my dad went to the hospital, I went to jail. Both of us were terrified of the future.

			What you don’t learn, however, is that I was facing a mental health crisis. You don’t learn what could have been done to prevent the incident. You don’t learn that it was a miracle for my dad and me to survive. Only his thumb had blocked the blade’s tip from puncturing his throat. Millimeters that separated his life from death—and mine from the torment of killing someone I loved so much.

			These articles, still floating around the internet’s ether, have tormented me. How would employers feel if they found out? What about girls on first dates or future roommates?

			I can’t stop people from searching for my name. I could change it—John Michael is common enough to remove me from the spotlight. But I need my identity.

			I can’t change who I am; psychosis did enough of that.

			So what can I do?

			Understand my mental health. Examine what we can address on the individual, community, and systemic level. Share my story to advocate for change.

			I’ve accepted what happened. I’ve rebuilt my life. I now embrace those articles, using everything I have learned to support my mission of improving our mental health approach.

			Seven years after that jail cell, I spoke to a crowd of over two hundred at Mental Health Matters Day, joining advocates at the New York State Capitol.

			“When I think of mental health advocacy, I think about how impactful this work is. Without it, I might not be here today,” I said, before sharing my story.

			Mouths dropped again. Clearly, we need to hear more firsthand experiences of psychosis.

			We need to prevent crises such as mine.

			***

			The more I learn about mental health, the more I understand how my mind fell ill and distorted my life. For many, mental illness varies, and its impact ranges. Had my situation gone slightly differently, I’d still be suffering in prison.

			What small mercy kept my family and me from plunging into this darkness?

			What separates me from Timothy Granata? A young man who experienced untreated schizophrenia and killed his mom before graduating college in 2014. Someone who has spent years in an institution more like a jail than a mental health support community.

			What about Zack McDermott? A twenty-six-year-old man whose untreated bipolar led him to think his life was a movie. Through a manic episode with psychosis in 2009, he believed he was receiving messages from the TV. His erratic behavior on Manhattan streets resulted in his arrest on a subway platform.

			Or Daniel Prude from Rochester, New York—sixty miles from where I grew up. In 2020, Daniel faced a mental health crisis in which he walked the city streets naked. When his family called for help, police killed Daniel with a spit hood.

			These situations are painful and terrifying, and they strengthen my resolve to advocate for change. Because the more our mental health approach improves, the more likely we can build a supportive community and reduce people’s suffering.

			I hope my journey illustrates a person’s struggle, recovery, and the need to prioritize mental health. However, this is more than a story of mental illness.

			This is a story of seeking the ultimate truth of reality—a mission I believed had been granted to me by the Universe—and how I derived a sentence to save the world. But instead, it bled my mind and troubled my spirit into oblivion.

			I’m still finding my way back.

		

	
		
			Split Start

			I never knew what life was like as a baby—how my parents would pinch my chubby cheeks or change my diaper. I never knew what I felt when the sun first brightened my soft, pale skin. Life was a mystery. A mystery pieced together by the world around me.

			Eventually, others told me how my life began on November 21, 1993, and filled the gaps of my early years. I saw old faded photographs of my wide eyes and blue baseball shirt. As I grew, I believed everything I was told.

			A belief in what others say.

			One of my earliest memories is with my dad. I was five. In the living room of his home, I sat scrunched up in his arms, crying and pleading for my mom not to take me. I looked into her cautious eyes, screaming bloody murder as she pulled me away.

			I told my parents about this memory years later. My dad recalled me slapping her, adding how satisfied he felt. My little body on his chest, rejecting the other half, signaled to him that she was wrong for taking me. My mom, on the other hand, doesn’t remember and questioned if it ever happened.

			The subjectivity of memory.

			***

			I never knew much about my parent’s separation. I heard a different story when in conversation, whether with them or a sibling. Pieces of a puzzle that, if put together, would portray an abstract mirage—a representation of the miscommunication seemingly bound to my family’s history. No matter the uncertainty, the tone was ugly.

			My half-sister Karmen, who my mom birthed at eighteen, told me how she took my siblings and me to a motel after the separation. Being six years older, she could remember. We then moved in with Mom’s new boyfriend and his two children.

			The house was gray with red trim—a novel look. Down the street from my dad’s, I could walk to his place in one minute. However, I could only make the walk when the court said so. I had become a pawn in the custody battle between my parents.

			Like children fighting over a toy, both tried to get what they wanted. I heard many accusations throughout the years.

			Disagreements. Money issues. Mom said this. Dad said that.

			Blah blah blah.

			Ultimately for me, it was he-said, she-said bullshit and a dreadful time for a boy whose life was just beginning. A boy whose wish for his parents to reunite never came true.

			***

			After my mom won primary custodianship, she married her boyfriend—a wedding I didn’t attend because my dad didn’t want me to. Then the assorted group of step, half-, and full-blooded relatives moved fifteen miles from my dad.

			In the rural town of Dansville, New York, our new house had shabby carpets and dingy furniture. Its wallpaper turned yellow due to years of cigarette smoke.

			The three girls shared a bedroom while the three boys shared another. With one shower, reusing bath water sufficed sometimes.

			Family-cooked meals were uncommon. Instead, kids ate food from a can or box—mostly afforded by food stamps.

			We had to ask for items from the fridge. Milk. Eggs. Leftover pizza. But we always looked forward to our special treat—McDonald’s chicken nuggets, McFlurries, and Happy Meal toys.

			My mom was a school lunch lady and nurse and worked hard to provide. She once bought me the new Spiderman video game—sixty dollars she struggled to afford. I would wake up before anyone else to play. She’d sit beside me and watch.

			My mom would say that my dad favored me over my half-siblings. Oftentimes, it felt like she and my stepdad showed favoritism to their biological children as well.

			I was close with Casie, my stepsister of the same age. When I felt my mom treated her unfairly, I’d get back at her by wiping sticky boogers on her bedroom door knob.

			I didn’t know what my stepdad did for work. One time, the wrong child ate his eggs. He spun his truck in the driveway, spitting pebbles at the house. We kids ducked beneath the sill as windows popped and cracked. Our breakfast suddenly felt like a war zone.

			Divided families. Squabbles for control. Who paid for whose clothes? Who sets the rules?

			Power struggles fractured the house. Without discretionary income, raising six children was demanding.

			***

			My siblings and I took advantage of the dysfunction. Lindsay, the second-oldest half-sister, and Karmen would often babysit. They used board games such as Monopoly to keep us close. However, they struggled to manage the four of us closer in age: Cody, my half-brother, Taylor, my stepbrother, Casie, and myself.

			Being outside was our go-to. The quiet countryside allowed us to play on the streets without fearing cars. We held races on bikes. We investigated abandoned buildings. We rolled dried leaves and smoked them like cigarettes.

			Cody would challenge my skateboarding skills. I was terrified of the quarter pipe.

			“C’mon, little bro,” he’d say. “I got you.”

			Taylor invented a game called Death Part City. Dressed in battle gear of garbage can tops and blanket capes, we traveled to other dimensions, fighting evil spirits.

			“I dub Cohen, the knight of this city. Together, we will save the world,” he said, handing me a stick sword.

			Anything could be a portal—a hula hoop, a hole in the fence, a gap in the tree where I once fell due to the collapse of my brothers’ treehouse. As the youngest, I was the test dummy.

			Inside the home, we stayed up wrestling, not caring if a head smashed a hole in the wall. My mom and stepdad would call us downstairs at one in the morning to squish our bodies in a corner. We’d smirk at each other.

			Tee hee tee haha haha. Crescendoing giggles mocked our punishment.

			Some of our expeditions bridged the law. One night, we explored the Girl Scout Park after hours. When a police officer’s spotlight appeared, we darted into bushes—more thrill than fear.

			Another time, a store attendant caught Taylor stealing a candy bar. A picture of his face plastered behind the cash register with the words “Do not let in” was easy for us to laugh at.

			We were a proud band of misfits.

			***

			Compared to my siblings, I was less likely to engage in mischief, often referred to as a good child of the family. My relationship with my dad influenced my behavior. Through the custody agreement, I visited him every other weekend and one day each week.

			I wanted to be just like my dad. I pierced my ear like him. I copied his leather jacket, boot-wearing blue jeans, and—business in the front, party in the back—mullet. I was a mini-version of an ’80s hair band rocker.

			My dad, an average-height and stocky man, delivered gas and oil for Griffith Energy Services. He owned a house—a well-kept double-wide trailer—in Cohocton, NY, a one-stoplight town. Aside from a small deli, there was nowhere to eat a meal.

			A typical visit to his home included an activity. We traveled to places near and far, once driving hours for a Philly cheesesteak because it was on the Food Channel. We crafted a red-striped wooden car in the Boy Scouts to win the Pinewood Derby Championship. We spent one summer assembling a three-story treehouse that never collapsed underneath me.

			Haunted houses became a yearly tradition. I cried the first time I went. The bloody face of an evil clown petrified my little mind. But my dad encouraged me to keep going, sometimes bringing the fright home.

			At night, I’d be sitting in our living room when he would disappear. My legs would shake while stepping into the darkened kitchen.

			“Daddy, where are you?”

			He’d emerge from the pitch-black hallway by my bedroom, making me jump two feet. Over the years, I grew to withstand the fear and enjoy the occasional scare.

			It wasn’t always fun and games at my dad’s. I never wanted to be told to vacuum the couch. I hated cleaning my room and dreaded the springtime when he’d make me stick my knees in the dirt to pull out weeds.

			“Be sure not to break off the root,” he’d say. “We don’t want them growing back.”

			I listened, though. My dad ensured I had to work for what I wanted, and he would provide. Although he was frugal, comparing produce costs at Walmart and Aldis, for me, he invested.

			The second I showed interest in drums, he bought me a set. If I wanted the new Goosebumps book, he’d get it. Video games, however, had to meet his criteria.

			Resident Evil qualified. Tony Hawk’s Pro Skater qualified. But Grand Theft Auto—a game where human characters could casually kill each other—I could only play at my mom’s.

			***

			Visits to my dad often ended with a homemade meal. He would plop in his recliner with food and a remote in one hand. I’d follow suit.

			We would tune into the news hour before flipping on Touched by an Angel or Walker, Texas Ranger. Their religious undertones taught me some Christian values until 10 p.m. before then lights out.

			My mom, although raised Catholic, was agnostic.

			“I’m not going to stress about going to Heaven or Hell,” she’d say. “You don’t need to believe in God to be a good person. You should treat people the way you want to be treated.”

			With my mom, we never went to church. With my dad, Sundays at church became routine. But we stopped going after a few years. Although my dad identified as Christian, the church wasn’t as crucial as its principles.

			His standard was evident at one church. I left the main hall for a pee break. When I returned, the doors were locked. They wouldn’t let me back in.

			“We can’t have any disruptions during Mass,” staff said.

			“He’s a kid,” my dad argued. “Your doors are always supposed to be open.”

			We never returned.

			“Hypocrites,” my dad would say.

			I was fine not going. I didn’t connect to Jesus or the Holy Bible. I liked the show VeggieTales though. Its straightforward optimism to overcome any challenge resonated with me.

			I was the sole child at my dad’s—a more quiet and reserved person. I had my own room and toys and no need to share anything with anyone.

			My sibling’s other parents couldn’t provide for them in the same way, particularly for my half-siblings. Cody’s dad struggled with drugs and passed away in high school from diabetes. Karmen and Lindsay’s dad started a new life.

			I was often the only one with an expensive gift or Disney World story. As the years went on, I was more likely to boast about what I had.

			“You haven’t played the new Guitar Hero yet? Too busy smoking weed?” was something I would have said to my siblings.

			Like the church, I was a hypocrite too. As I got older, I’d light up any chance I could get.

			***

			I never felt the need to know the truth as to why my parents split. I could not grasp their conflict when I was young, and as I grew, I realized they had separate lives. Separate lives that wanted to be involved in mine.

			Grateful.

			My mom had her challenges. As a child, she moved throughout the country—split parents fighting over her and her brother. The family struggled to ground its roots and create opportunity. But with me and my siblings, she found her home. I never doubted her love for us.

			I told my mom I wanted to live with my dad often. One day, she saw me hiding tears.

			“What’s wrong?” she asked, holding my hands.

			“I want to live with my dad.”

			I sensed her feeling defeated. No loving mom would want to hear their child’s rejection. But no loving dad would want to miss the opportunity to raise their child. Most importantly, no kid would want to choose between loving parents.

			Yet there I was less than ten years of age, making that decision. Eventually, I knew what I wanted and advocated for it.

			Before sixth grade, my mom removed her custodianship, allowing me to live with my dad. I agreed to visit her house every other weekend and one day each week. I wanted to see her and my siblings. At least I had a voice in the decision this time.

			I wasn’t the only one to leave my mom’s. Taylor and Casie moved to their mom’s. Karmen moved in with her high-school boyfriend. Cody and Lindsay lived with our grandpa for a brief time.

			Like my mom, my dad had challenges growing up. Although he had a place to call home, the same town he continued to live in, he had minimal opportunities. Lack of money meant he could never pursue his college dreams. Then a family tragedy struck. His chance of a better future increased in difficulty.

			Until he had a son.

			My dad told me I resembled his younger brother Steven—my middle name. An uncle I never met who passed away from cancer at thirteen.

			One night, when I was in my early teens, my dad arrived home really late.

			“Where were you?” I asked, afraid for his safety.

			“Visiting Stevie’s grave,” he said. “It’s his birthday.”

			I felt stupid not knowing my uncle’s birthday. But my dad rarely talked about his death. When he did, he described how it happened before Christmas. A pile of presents left unopened—a family heartbroken.

			I always felt my dad’s love was much more profound than giving me what he didn’t have as a child. It was more than attention and financial support.

			It was guardianship. It was unconditional. It was why he fought for me to live with him.

			***

			Before and after my parent’s separation, they recorded home videos. In these tapes, I see us as we were.

			I see our first home together. Its tacky carpets and wallpaper, the ’80s-style velvet couch. I see my siblings and I opening Christmas gifts in the living room. We grinned and chuckled—brief moments when we were a whole family.

			I see the separation. My dad slow-danced with me—only me—in his arms. Dimness encompassed the windows of that same living room as we swayed back and forth, singing a rock ballad.

			“You’re so important to me,” he’d say.

			Alone but together, my dad and I were an inseparable duo.

			My mom’s videos captured the six kids standing in ordered lines, creating an exuberant dance to a movie scene from Shrek. The house shook. Game Boys and Barbie dolls tumbled off their shelves.

			One video caught Cody and I jamming to a rock song.

			“You gotta jump to the music little bro,” he shouted.

			Both of us had sufficient hair to achieve pure head-banging quality.

			Several videos captured me taking the stage floor. I danced. I sang solo in my Harry Potter and SpongeBob SquarePants jammies. Sometimes, I talked and talked and talked, heaving any word that rang a bell in my mind.

			The person I was then was the person I grew up to be. Someone with joy, passion, and an appreciation for those around me. Even when the dark side of life reared its ugly head, I sought hope. Hope for a better life.

			My family may have never been traditional or together, but we had each other. I was always thankful for that. Because later, when I suffered, I’d return home and rely on my family.

			A journey that began when I found success in a pair of running shoes.

			Toeing the line.

			***

			I am the product of the environment in which I grew up. My family. My privileges and disadvantages. How I looked and what I did—cultural and social differences. My hometown.

			I know my home wasn’t typical, and my parents did their best. I never needed wealth to feel loved, and I’m not ashamed of my childhood.

			Through resilience, I’ve come to terms with my adverse childhood experiences, also known as ACEs. I have learned how they can increase the likelihood of future challenges such as risky behaviors and socioeconomic difficulties.

			I’m not alone in this. My mother had ACEs. My father had ACEs. More than half of all adults have experienced at least one ACE. Intergenerational disadvantages can impact so many of us, and I sometimes feel torn considering their ACEs and my own.

			After my mental illness, my father described his attempted suicide after Steven’s passing. He told me about his bipolar diagnosis—how he didn’t care about it. Like the abstract mirage of my family’s history, this genetic predisposition stayed quiet and ignored.

			Why?

			My family didn’t talk about mental health. We struggled to open up—to reveal how we felt and listen nonjudgmentally. But what would it have been like if we did?

			Alongside ACEs, I frequently shifted my personality to match my home life. Extroversion and rebelliousness at my mother’s. Introversion and obedience at my father’s. I often felt uncertain about what was right, wrong, and questionable. All children experience differentiation—the critical learning process in child development—but I was presented with an extreme form.

			My father gave me more attention and financial benefits. But I now realize his rules and money made me judge my siblings and see them as lesser although I was no different than them.

			Would I have been better off if my parents co-parented adequately? What if my father went to college, or my mother’s jobs allowed her to provide more support? What if I was born into a family with discretionary income—would I care about the needs of those who are not?

			I changed when I moved into my father’s house, and now realize how his presence and support helped inspire me to succeed. Though I wasn’t sure exactly what “success” might entail, his encouragement of sports allowed me to seize opportunity and take action.
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