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My Name Is Rashida Dange : This Is My Journey

My Life Before Anyone Believed | Could Live Again

My name is Rashida Dange. For many years, | did not believe my life was a story worth telling. | thought
it was only a long chain of mistakes, losses, and silences. When people looked at me, they saw a
woman who could not stand straight, who walked with her arms stiff by her sides, who avoided eye
contact and spoke slowly, as if sleep was constantly pulling her down. “They thought | was empty. But
| was not empty. | was full of memories, pain, fear, questions, and a small, stubborn wish to live.”

| was already inside the hospital when something in my life began to shift. There was a small office
just behind our ward, and | used to go there and sit quietly near it. Women would gather there for
group meetings. | would sit a little away from them, close enough to hear but far enough not to be
noticed. | never spoke. | only watched. My body felt heavy, my mind slow, and | was always drowsy.
When | spoke, my voice came out weak and low. | could not look at people properly. My eyes would
rise for a moment and then fall again. My shoulders were bent forward, my back hunched, and my
body felt folded inward, as if | was trying to disappear into myself. | would come, sit, observe silently,
and then return to the ward.

“One day, something inside me moved. | cannot explain why.” | stepped closer and asked if | could
also join the program. | asked what it was meant for. Some women told me it was for people who
wanted to go home. They called it the Bapu Trust’s “Going Home Project.” “Going home! When |
heard those words, my heart reacted before my mind did.” Going home! | asked them to explain more,
and they told me what the program was about and how it worked with people who wanted to live
outside the hospital. | listened very carefully. Then | said, clearly, that | wanted to join.

At that time, many people did not believe me. They looked at my body, my silence, my way of
speaking, and thought that | would never manage outside. Later, | learned that when the team spoke
to the ward staff about me, there was resistance. The in-charge sister said | would not survive outside,
that | did not work even inside the hospital, and that my condition itself proved | was incapable. | did
not know all this then. | only knew that inside me there was a strong desire to step beyond the hospital
gate. Still, | was allowed to join the Bapu Trust’s Going Home program.

| was forty-five years old then. That number mattered because forty-five was the upper age criteria
limit for inclusion in this program. | had already spent four to five years inside that hospital. Before
that, my life had moved between another mental hospital and the streets. “My file recorded my name,
my age, and a diagnosis of schizophrenia. It did not record my life.”

| was born into a family with two brothers. | was the only sister, the third child. For some years, both
my parents were alive, but my father died early. My mother became the centre of my world. | was
married very young. After marriage, | was sent to live in my maternal uncle’s house, which stood



directly opposite my parents’ home, separated only by a road. Even after marriage, when | stepped
outside, | could see my mother’s door from where | lived.

| had two children, a son first, and then a daughter. From the beginning, my married life was filled
with tension and fear. My mother-in-law constantly told me | was incapable, that | could do nothing
properly. Nothing | did was ever enough. My husband told me openly that he did not like me, that he
had married me only because his mother forced him to. He said he loved another woman and that |
was his aunt’s daughter, married to him only because of family pressure. Hearing this again and again
breaks something inside a person, though at that time | did not have the words to describe what | felt.

My husband drank heavily. He came home drunk almost every day and beat me. The violence became
routine, like breathing. After my daughter was born, everything worsened. The pressure inside me
grew so heavy that | could not function properly. Even when | tried to do household work, my hands
would shake and my mind would freeze. Things would go wrong, and then the shouting would begin
again. | could not take care of myself properly, and | could not care for my children the way | wanted
to. I lived in constant fear.

Eventually, my husband married the woman he said he loved. He brought me to my mother’s house
and left me there. | was not allowed to take my children with me, not even my daughter. After his
second marriage, he brought the new wife to live in the same house directly opposite my mother’s
home. Every day, | could see that house. “Every day, | could see where my children lived. But they
were no longer mine.”

For six months to a year, | lived at my mother’s house. During that time, | could still see my children
every day across the road. Even seeing them from a distance kept me alive. Then one day, they were
sent to a hostel. Suddenly, | could not see children anymore. Until then, that daily sight had been my
only strength. When it disappeared, something inside me collapsed. My life felt empty and
meaningless, as if everything had been taken away from me.

One day, | could not control myself. | went to the hostel where my children were staying. | begged to
see them. | cried and pleaded again and again. They refused. They told me that their mother was dead
and that it was written in the records. They said no one was allowed to meet them. | told them | was
their mother. | cried harder. | fell at their feet. | asked them to let me see my children even once. They
did not allow it.

“I sat outside that hostel gate for five days and five nights... | only wanted to see my children once.”l
had no food, no water, nothing. | sat there crying and pleading, hoping someone would listen. | only
wanted to see my children once. No one listened. “After five days, my body was weak, but my mind
was completely broken.”l stood up and walked away. | did not know where | was going. | just walked.

| do not remember how | reached the Thane Mental Hospital. | only remember that suddenly | was
there. | stayed there for about a year. During that time, | gave my home address. They traced my
brother, and he came to take me home. But home was no longer home. By then, my brother had his
own family, and my sister-in-law did not want me there. My mother’s health was failing, and during
that period she died. She was the only person whose presence might have helped me survive.

After her death, everything fell apart again. There were constant fights at home. My younger brother
became aggressive. One day, in anger, he said to me again and again, “You ruined our mother. She



died because of you.” “Those words entered my body like poison.” | had already endured marriage,
violence, separation, the loss of my children, hospitals, and the streets. Hearing that | had killed my
mother was more than | could bear. | left again.

My life returned to the streets. Anyone found wandering on the road is picked up by the police and
admitted to a mental hospital. No one asks why they are there, whether they are hungry or broken or
ill. That is what happened to me again. Inside the hospital, | was given shock treatment. My body
became extremely stiff. | could not lift my arms properly. One of my arms had been injured earlier and
never fully recovered. When | was first admitted, | could barely raise it at all.

“By then, | had lost all hope.” Everything had been taken away, my children, my home, my mother,
my dignity! Inside the hospital, my life was reduced to eating, sitting, and sleeping. | did not believe
anything could change. | did not know that this was not the end.

By the time | entered the Pune Mental Hospital, | had already lost all hope. | did not imagine a future
for myself. | believed that my life would end there, inside those walls, unnoticed and unnamed. My
body was stiff from shock treatment, my arm could not lift properly, and my mind felt heavy and slow.
| had accepted that nothing more could happen.

Learning to Live Outside the Cage
Then the Bapu Trust’s Going Home program group sessions began!

At first, even after joining, | remained the same. | barely spoke. My hands had very little movement.
When | walked, my arms did not swing naturally; they stayed rigid by my sides. | joined self-care
routines, fitness activities, and gardening because | was told to, not because | believed they would
change anything. Slowly, however, the repetition began to affect me. Every day, we practiced small
acts of self-care together. Gradually, | started attending group discussions and ABT sessions as well.
Within three to four months, something shifted. | began to speak, first a little, then more. From
complete silence, | moved to sharing small things about myself. Eventually, | told my entire life story.

Speaking it aloud changed something. “For the first time, my pain was not dismissed. | was listened
to. | was treated as a human being.”

In March, the day finally came when | was discharged from the mental hospital. Stepping outside did
not immediately make me strong. In fact, fear followed me closely. | believed that everyone around
me was educated and capable, while | was not. | felt empty inside, as if | had nothing to offer. | kept
thinking that maybe it would be better to return to my family, even if it meant living there in complete
dependence. At least, | thought, | would not be alone.

But at the same time, something else existed within me; a quiet strength that even | did not fully
recognize. The people supporting me reminded me again and again that | had already been doing
many things. Bapu Trust’s counselor encouraged me patiently, step by step. We began with very small
tasks. | started noticing that | could manage more than | believed.

Then the COVID lockdown!

In many ways, it felt as though | had moved from one cage into another. Yet there was a difference.
Even during the lockdown, | had some freedom. | could move around the premises, walk downstairs,



and breathe outside air. For the first time, | felt that | was actually outside the hospital. That feeling
mattered more than | can explain.

During this period, | shared something that surprised even me. | said that | felt happy. When asked
why, especially during such an uncertain time, | explained that inside the mental hospital | had no
certainty about what would happen to my body if | died. When | go in to the community with Going
Home program, | had that certainty. “Someone knew me. Someone knew my religion. | knew that if |
died, my last rites would be performed according to my faith. That assurance gave me peace. For the
first time in many years, even the thought of death did not frighten me.

At one point, | strongly expressed my wish to return to my family. That was my choice, and it was
respected. Counselor from Going Home Project spoke to my village sarpanch, talked to my brothers,
and met local workers. Plans were made. But when my brother spoke again, his words destroyed
whatever hope | had built. He warned me that if | returned, | would be blamed for everything that just
as | was accused of causing my mother’s death, | would now be accused of harming others as well.
Around the same time, | learned that my daughter had been married and had a child, and that my son
lived elsewhere as a daily-wage worker. My brother told me that my presence would ruin their lives,
that people would label my daughter as the child of a “mad woman.”

Those words shattered me. | cried uncontrollably. But with support, something became clear to me.
“Going back would only mean more humiliation and pain. | would survive on my own.” | made a firm
decision. | would not return. Whatever happened, | would survive on my own.

Toward the end of 2020, During the COVID pandemic | went and started living in the community. At
first, | came into the community to leave independently. | doubted myself constantly. | tried many
things and failed repeatedly. | helped with daily chores, cooked food, and ate with everyone. Slowly,
through these small routines, | steadied myself. Even while living in the community, | initially felt
separate. | was afraid people would find out | had come from a mental hospital. | did not feel that |
truly belonged.

Gradually, that changed.

Through shared activities with Bapu Trust staff, group sessions, and everyday interactions, | began
forming connections. | was linked to doctors for free medicines and regular health care. Years of
medication had left me with serious health problems, including diabetes. Earlier, my sugar levels were
dangerously high, often between 550 and 650. With regular walking, work, and care, they slowly came
down. Today, they remain around 210 to 250. My psychiatric medication reduced from eight to ten
tablets a day to just two.

| began to start working in homes, starting with one or two places. Over time, this increased to five or
six regular households. | worked sincerely, and people trusted me. If | stopped working somewhere,
they would call me back. In the market, vegetable vendors trusted me enough to leave their carts and
money boxes with me. Neighbours called me “tai”. For the first time in my life, | experienced respect.

Then | contracted COVID.

| became extremely ill and was moved between a COVID care centre and two nursing homes. For
nearly a month, | watched people die every day, sometimes fifteen or twenty in a single day. That



experience changed me deeply. When | was moved to better care through Bapu Trust and began
recovering, | felt that Allah had given me life again. From that moment, fear left me. | decided | would
live on my own terms.

Today, | work every day. | walk long distances, travel alone by bus and auto-rickshaw, manage my
money, and save in my bank account. | bargain at shops. | plan my expenses. Children come to my
house because they know | will feed them. Vendors reduce prices for me because | help them and
because they trust me. People call my name when | walk through the community.

“l'am no longer invisible.”

| still take my medicines. | practice self-care. | remain active. | am learning to balance my health and
my freedom. | still love food, because for most of my life | was denied choice. Now | am learning
moderation slowly, with kindness toward myself.

Every Eid, | call the people who stood by me and wish them “Eid Mubarak”. It means something to
know that someone remembers you, that you are no longer alone.

This is my life now.
| am not a patient.
I am not a case.

| am Rashida.

And | belong.



