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    “Simplicity is nature’s first step, and the last of art.”


    —


    PHILIP JAMES BAILEY


    


    


    “The road to learning by precept is long, but by example short and effective.”


    —


    SENECA

  


  Introduction


  The objective of this book is to give hope and determination to all those suffering from some kind of mental health problem or disorder and, to show them light in the dark forest. Ihave experienced that and managed to get my mental problems under control. When amountain climber ascends amountain for the first time, he conveys asymbolic message: The mountain can be managed by aman. It´s aquestion of aprivate decision whether one starts climbing alone or will be accompanied by guides, fellow climbers and helpers. Regardless of which path you may take, the point is that you can conquer the mountain.


  This book has been structured in away soas to capture the story of my life, describing how Iexperienced and dealt with my mental and life problems, how Ideveloped self-knowledge and how Igained the most decisive experience and knowledge changing my personality. At the same time, Ialso wanted to clearly describe the most critical processes and methods Iapplied to myself.


  Appreciating the time areader has and being aware of the volume of scholarly papers and information available on the Internet, Idecided to make my writing brief and dense. Ishare with the readers my personal experience and my view on the issue without theorizing and quoting scholarly literature.


  
    “Everyone stands alone at the heart of the world,


    pierced by aray of sunlight, and suddenly it’s evening.”


    ―


    SALVATORE QUASIMODO


    


    


    “If you laugh, the whole world will laugh with you.

    If you cry, you will cry alone.”


    ―


    BOB MARLEY


    


    


    “Mental pain is worse than physical pain.”


    ―


    PUBLILIUS SYRUS

  


  How did it begin?


  


  The elementary school Iattended as achild we usually referred to as the “school by the cemetery”. Right next to the school, there was alarge cemetery and every day Ihad to walk along the lane around it on my way to and from school. The lane was several hundred meters long, but for me, it was endless and, unlike other pupils, it took me much longer.


  When Iwas about nine, Irealized that while walking along the lane Ifelt tension, uneasiness and anxiety. My hands were numb, Ifelt weakness throughout my body, my hands were wet and Iwas flooded with sweat. My whole body was shaking, my breath was shallow, my heart was pounding and Ifelt flush all over my body. Many times you could have seen me as alittle boy sitting outside his home, quietly crying from fatigue and helplessness.


  I realized that Ialso experienced similar feelings in other places – in the church and everywhere, where there was across with Jesus Christ or any other religious symbol.


  My parents were religious and made me regularly attend mass. My mother wanted me to become apriest and I- as an obedient child – thought that Ihad to fulfill her wish. Soevery Sunday morning Iwent to church. My mother sometimes asked me: “What was the mass about?” to check whether Ihad indeed attended the service. And Iobediently told her what was the priest talking about and what people we knew Ihad seen at church. Because Idid not feel well in the church and felt anxiety, Isoon started to go 'behind the church'. When Iwas about twelve, Icompletely stopped going to church.
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  At elementary school Iattended classes of religion because my mother wanted me to. At that time, it was an optional subject. Probably under the influence of those classes and the words of my mother, Iviewed Jesus Christ as an authority who could see me at any moment and who would punish me for any unsound behavior or thought.


  As achild, Islept in the bedroom with my parents. There was ahuge picture of Jesus Christ hanging above the bed. Isaw it every day and it seared deeply into my young mind. Whenever Isaw or recalled it, Ifelt agreat deal of awe and fear of the possible punishment for some unsound action or thought.


  My mother had thick black hair and astrong, even robust body. She was ahardworking, strong woman. She worked as alaundress in anursery. We were four siblings and she was the absolute authority for us, making all the decisions. Outwardly she appeared as astrong and decisive woman, who did not show her feelings and emotions. Ido not remember her ever comforting or caressing me. As achild Iexperienced her toughness and lack of sensitivity most painfully during the following incident.


  I longed to have adog. The Geršic family living on aside street had had puppies, soIbegged my mother to get one of them. It was afemale dog, aGerman Shepherd. Icalled her Zora. Iliked her very much and Ialways looked forward to spending time with her after classes. Iwould play with her for hours and go for long walks to the nearby forest. Iremember to this day her shining eyes and, whenever she noticed me, how her whole body was trembling with joy. It was like abalm to my sore soul. One day when Ireturned from school, the backyard was empty – Zora wasn’t there. Her house was empty and the ground around it was carefully swept. It appeared to me that there were some spots around, perhaps blood. Iran to my mother crying and asked her what had happened. She just told me: “We had to give Zora away, because she costs alot of money and we cannot afford it.” No remorse, no emotions.


  Mother was afair person, not preferring any of her children over another. When Ifinished high school and wanted to go to college, she said: “I did not allow your brothers to go to college, soIcannot let you go either. How would they feel about it? If you want to study, go and study part-time.”


  My father was ashort man with around belly, narrow shoulders and thinning hair graying since he was young. He was always smiling, full of jokes. He was jovial and easygoing. When he was laughing at something from his heart up through afull mouth, my mother used to ask: “Why are you laughing sounnecessarily?” She was his opposite: always serious and worried. My father loved to overindulge life, cigarettes and alcohol. Not that he was an alcoholic – he was just ahedonist, agourmet. On Sundays after lunch he used to go down to the cellar and draw aliter of wine from the barrel to the bottle, took two packs of cigarettes from the drawer, get on the bike and go play cards with his friends. He worked as amanual worker in achemical factory manufacturing fertilizers. Iremember that very well, because since Iwas sixteen, he used to take me each holiday to work as avolunteer at his workplace. Iworked day, afternoon and even night shifts. Of course it was illegal, but he had the consent of his foreman and got paid for my work, soofficially Inever worked there. Igave all the money Ihad earned this way to my mother, and she bought clothes for me for the next school year.
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  To this day Iremember my father saying when we once got home after the night shift: “You better learn, soyou donot have to work your entire life sohard like me. Now you know what it is like to be aworker”. And Ireally saw what it was like. Iworked on the shifts along with adult men. Iwas beating out chunks of fertilizer from metal forms with ahammer, throwing them with aheavy shovel into the mill. It was hot there like in adesert at noon and the strong smell of chemicals spread everywhere. All my clothes, hair and skin were soaked with that smell; it could not be simply removed by water or soap. Even two months after finishing my voluntary work my body still smelled of fertilizers. Perhaps my father´s statement along with my own experience had areal influence on me, because Ireally studied my entire life – Ilearned new things and Idid not have time left for manual work.


  The problem


  


  Over time Ibegan to realize that the mechanism that works in my mind – the image of Jesus Christ, or any other similar religious symbol, triggers an intrusive and haunting thought in my mind. Whenever Ithink of an indecent word or something immoral, the effigy of Jesus Christ emerges in my mind condemning it, triggering my fear of the assumed punishment.


  However, my mind enables me to get rid of immoral thoughts by performing certain activities. It is like when asinner confesses sins to the priest and the priest orders him to pray e.g. the “Lord's prayer” ten times to redress these sins. This successive repetition of the given activity becomes aritual. The essence of it is that Icondemn my activity, apologize, spit and wipe my mouth. After performing the ritual, the level of anxiety drops and Ifeel relieved – but only temporarily. In ashort while, the whole cycle starts again with greater intensity. And this cycle was going on for several minutes, even hours – sometimes till complete exhaustion. Ifound myself in avicious circle – as abarking dog chasing its tail or afish in around aquarium. Ifelt an intense stress and emotional pain, many times at the edge of tolerability.


  In the 1960s, Ibegan to realize this problem. At that time, psychiatry and psychotherapy in Slovakia were still in their infant stage. In my neighbourhood, there wasn´t anybody who could give me advise as to whom to talk to about this. SoIwas left alone.


  When the people around me noticed my strange behaviour during these rituals, Icame up with various excuses to justify them. Ilearned to perform my rituals sothat no one would notice. Ifelt very embarrassed, inferior, aggrieved, sad and lonely. Iwas angry at the whole world: “Why am Ilike that?” Iwas angry at Jesus Christ. Iprayed and begged him to help me. But no help came. Poor Jesus Christ, obviously he could not have been the reason. But at that time Idid not know that it was not him causing my agony, but my distorted perception. Thus Irealised that the cause of my suffering was not Jesus Christ, but in my ill-functioning brain.


  “Livingis aconstant processofdecidingwhatwearegoingto do.”


  ―


  JOSÉ ORTEGA Y GASSET


  


  


  “It is never too late to make good decisions.”


  ―


  MARCUS FABIUS QUINTILIANUS
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  The decision


  


  For along time Idid not know what to do. This suffering and mental pain persisted until Iwas 25. At that age Idecided to quit smoking. Iwas quite aheavy smoker, smoking twenty cigarettes aday. Smoking increased my overall anxiety, demoralized me and decreased my self-esteem, which was already very low. It annoyed me very much and Iwas angry at myself because of smoking. One day – it was right before leaving for aholiday in Bulgaria – Ithrew apack of cigarettes into the trash and said “enough”. Isucceeded on the first try. Since that day, Ihave never had acigarette, cigar or pipe in my mouth. The first three months of quitting were critical, as Ihad to resist various pitfalls and withdrawal symptoms: sweating, sleeping disorders, accelerated heartbeat, tremors, mental weakness as well as aconsiderable increase in the number of obtrusive thoughts. But Ipersisted and was proud of my success. That significantly increased my confidence and trust in my own abilities.


  As if it were not enough, nature bestrewed me another challenge: aspeech disorder called rhotacism, an inability to pronounce “r”. It made me embarrassed, especially when it came to girls. To compensate for it, Ihad tried to avoid all words containing “r”. Thus if Iwanted to say e.g. “fish” (in Slovak: ryba), Iused the expression “floating vermin” instead. Hence my answer to the question “would you like to have fish for lunch?” was “yes, I´d like to have that floating vermin”.


  So Idecided that if my determination and strength helped me get rid of my nicotine addiction and my tenacity and regular exercises helped me to fight rhotacism, Iwould also be able to get my troubling mental problem under control. My decision was defined very clearly: “Either Iwill get it under control, or Ido not want to live at all because living in such pain does not make sense and Ido not want to live alife like that.” Thus Ifocused all my efforts on resolving this challenge.


  My decision filled my soul with determination and hope. For me, it was like seeing alight in the distance by aman lost in adark and dense forest.
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