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CHAPTER 1

“We dreamers have ways of facing days, and somehow we survive. We keep the feelings warm, protect them from the storm, until our time arrives.” This beautiful verse is from, “I Made it Through the Rain,” by Barry Manilow. It goes on to say, “When friends are hard to find and life seems so unkind, sometimes you feel afraid. Just reach beyond the clouds, high above the crowds and start your own parade.” These words probably are the best to depict my journey through a debilitating panic disorder with agoraphobia, and the three-year search for my son that put me in the ring with my panic attacks in a way that forced me into a do-or-die battle with them.

Manilow’s song touched me the first time I heard it, and during the worst time of my life when my son went missing, it meant even more. I’ve always been a dreamer, head in the clouds, believing anything is possible. My panic disorder almost robbed me of that quality. My dad used to say the best way to motivate me was to tell me that something couldn’t be done; after which I would move heaven and earth to achieve it.

I guess he was right. I’d always dreamed of acting on television. I did that, (very, very small roles, but I was on screen) and acted on stage in regional theater. I dreamed of being a writer. I did that…first in newspapers, then magazines like Newsweek, and finally wrote a series of books. Now I have published five books and a beautiful website; michalesbookshelf.com.

But then this dreamer was presented with a challenge that I wasn’t so sure I could find my way through. This challenge wove its way into my life, attacked, subsided, lay almost dormant, then would rear its ugly head again. The debilitating panic attacks I speak of came with agoraphobic features, meaning there were times when I couldn’t walk out my front door. At one point I didn’t leave my home for almost two years. It was during this time of my lost emotional equilibrium, my son went missing. He had gotten into drugs, and, for all intents and purposes, disappeared off the face of the earth.

They say that love conquers all. I believe that to be true. We’ll do anything for those we love, particularly our children. When my personal emotional struggle collided with the vanishing of my precious child, it became the catalyst that propelled me into the final battle with my own personal demons. Mine were unseen enemies. The panic attacks took over my body with no warning as to when they might appear. I couldn’t see them, touch them, or for that matter, completely rid myself of them. My world became very small indeed.

This panic disorder, like a quiet fog tiptoeing in to cover the city, had entered my life when I was twenty-five years old. On little cat feet it sneaked up behind me, pouncing unexpectedly. I fought it, I railed at it, and at times I succumbed to its clutches. My first behavioral alterations, such as limiting my movements and outings, seemed like minor adjustments at the time. But before long, avoidance of pretty much everything ‘out there,’ became commonplace.

Through the years of their presence, I hopped from safety island to safety island, consistently running, all the while looking over my shoulder for the next onslaught of irrational fear. Each attack was akin to anaphylactic shock without the tongue swelling. My entire body would become involved. My heart would race uncontrollably, my eyes would dilate, and my muscles contracted to point where I became almost immobile. Many people who have experienced them end up in the emergency room thinking they’re having a heart attack.

Years after the onset of my disorder, my 20-year-old son, who was living in Arizona with some friends, became unreachable. His cellphone had been turned off. He seemingly simply vanished from sight. My only avenue was to search for him myself. One problem with that, however, was that I was again having trouble leaving my home. I could get to work and back, and make the needed store runs etc., but driving was one of my biggest triggers. If I couldn’t drive the few miles around my own town, how in the world was I going to drive the hundreds of miles from Oregon to Arizona? Rock, meet hard place, meet me.

During my three-year search for my son, I often thought I was literally going to die from the fear. I just kept telling myself that if my death occurred, it was a noble way to die. The dreamer in me struggled to stay present. As I have found through my life, it’s the dreamer in me that always keeps me going, always imagines a better future. In this particular journey, it was the dreamer in me, and the love for my son, that carried me through.

So this is, at its core, a love story. It is about the unbreakable love of a parent for a child. It is a story of hope, a tale of the two warring factions of love and fear, and the winner-take-all power of the heart.

In addition to being a dreamer, I find myself making jokes. I’m not laughing at anyone or diminishing the seriousness of the subject matter. It’s just my way. I found that fear and laughter could not inhabit my body at the same time, which served me well during those years. It put the panic outside of me and diminished its power. And, truly, that’s what it’s all about.

So, as a famous journalist used to say, “And here’s the rest of the story.”


CHAPTER 2

You got sleigh bells in your pocket?

I’d been sitting in the car for a good hour. This first trip to Oceanside, California, searching for my son had been a horrendous one already. The panic attacks getting here had so weakened me I didn’t leave my motel room for an entire day after I arrived. I slept. The toll taken on the physical form courtesy of these body attacks was huge.

I’d been told by one of Jeff’s friends that he’d moved here. So, the mess that I was, sat in the car afraid to get out. I’d stopped by the police station earlier in the day to ask questions about crystal meth users and where they might gather in the city. Did they hang out in bars, or parks, or alleys? I had no idea what I was doing.

The officers had been very nice but warned me against traipsing around the city at night alone. Even so, they acknowledged that more drug users were out after dark, so easier to find people to show my son’s picture to. Adding to that, however, he had said the chances were slim anyone would point me to him.

“But, I’m a mom. Who wouldn’t want to help out a mom?” I asked one of the detectives.

“They wouldn’t. They’re not in their right minds. They’re altered by their drug use. You have no idea what you might be stepping into,” he answered flatly.

When he failed to convince me to go home, he decided to impart some safety precautions I could take.

“Don’t carry your purse with you. Hide it in your trunk. Take some money, place it in an envelope, and pin it to the inside of your pants. That way if they steal your cellphone you’ll have money to call for help from a payphone.”

“Okay. That sounds logical. Gee, I really hope they don’t get my phone though,” I said sadly.

“That’s the least of your worries,” he answered, shaking his head.

He told me that ‘like hangs out with like.’ In other words, meth takers hung out together, while heroin users would be found elsewhere. He gave me directions to a few parks in the city where meth heads, as he called them, were known to frequent. And that’s how I ended up sitting where I was.

Taking a deep breath and exhaling slowly, I stepped out of my car. I made sure my phone was in my hand, tucked inside the pocket of my windbreaker, along with Jeff’s picture. I shakily stood there for a few minutes taking in the sights and sounds of the people milling about in the park. There was an eerie sound to it, like a low hum. People sat on the grass talking, others sauntered in and out of the park. At times there would be a burst of laughter. I saw a man standing alone next to a tree, smoking a cigarette. He wasn’t too far away so I decided to approach him first.

My breath quickened as my heart began to pound in my chest. I couldn’t stop trembling. Then, as I walked towards him, I kept hearing this jingling sound, sort of a tinkling noise, almost like sleigh bells. I’d stop and it would stop. I’d walk and the chink-chink sound would resume. Then I realized what it was.

Seriously, Michale? Did you have to put so many quarters in the envelope? Like no one would have change for a dollar? What an idiot, I thought. Now what do I do?

I placed my hand over the envelope on the outside of my pants holding the coins in place as I jerked and shook with each step. Oh, this doesn’t look too stupid. Maybe he’ll think I’m about to have a grand mal seizure and take pity on me. 

As I walked deeper into the park, the panic attack I’d been minimally holding at bay, decided to make a grand entrance. I began shaking so hard I had difficulty moving at all. But, I kept going. Just kept putting one foot in front of the other.

What the heck am I doing? I thought. Where in my genius brain did I come up with this brilliant strategy? Okay, so I obviously didn’t think it through. 

Once I reached the man, he straightened up to get a look at me. He didn’t say a word, but ever so slightly allowed his coat to fall open enough for me to see the butt of a gun sticking out of the waistband of his pants. I shakily showed him the picture of my son, asking if he knew him or had seen him. He hadn’t. With his one-word answers, nods, and head shakes, we had a conversation of sorts. He did put one sentence together in which he suggested I check out some of the homeless camps. With that, he walked away. When he turned his back, I kissed the picture of my son and slipped inside my pocket.

Taking a deep cleansing breath, and with all the grace of an arthritic giraffe, I stumbled back to my car. I was totally exhausted from the panic. Panic, indeed, feels, like death served slowly.

Back in my motel room, I got a map and circled the other parks the officers had told me about. I had no idea how to find homeless camps, however, guessing I would just ask around tomorrow. I only had one day left before I had to leave.

With the panic behind me, in the safety of the room, I flipped on the television and headed to the shower. Immediately my mind went to what I was sure to experience on the drive home. The biggest hurdle would again be the Siskiyou Mountain Pass. Having to face it one more time seemed unfathomable. Like running a video on fast forward, the images flashed in front of my eyes. How long could my body hold out through the physical attacks from the panic?

I watched the picture in my head, looking for any way to avoid what I knew was coming. On the way here, as soon as I’d reached the Pass, the panic had begun in full force. The car lurched forward then slowed due to the motion of my spastically-shaking foot on the gas pedal. It wasn’t even rhythmic—it was chaotic and stupid. My entire body had been involved in the fear response and there was no place to turn around for at least thirty to forty-five minutes. I wasn’t sure I could hang on that long.

Inhale…exhale…inhale…exhale. I’d said aloud. Instead of gasping for air, I attempted to control my breathing. I sang loud and proud, and very off key. I tried to laugh, attempting to flip the fear into its opposite.

There was no logical, rational reasoning for this fear. That’s the hardest part about these stupid things. They’re so random. Over time certain places would illicit them. I assumed this kept happening because I’d had one in that type of environment previously and, like Pavlov’s dog, those places were now seen as dangerous somewhere deep inside my screwed-up brain. Apparently, my body and psyche thought I needed to immediately transport myself into fight or flight to ward off the danger. Ever tried to have a rational conversation with the irrational? Doesn’t work. Every time I would try to apply the logic I knew to be true, that there was nothing to fear on these drives, the more my inner tormentor ignored me. Frustrating little sucker. I learned early on I couldn’t logic this physical reaction away.

When I was out on these drives in the middle of nowhere, where no city or population could be seen, it felt like I was totally alone, would die any second, with no one around to save me, and isn’t that a terrible thought? Yes, it is. But, it was what I felt. Even though there were other cars on the road, others who I might flag down if I got into trouble, the rationale of that thinking didn’t stop the physical manifestation of panic. In my head, I was completely alone out there.

Sitting on the bed with a towel wrapped around my wet head, I started to cry. How in the world did I ever get here?


CHAPTER 3

From “soup” to “nuts”

My anxiety and panic began many, many years before my son went missing. I remember my first panic attack as clearly as if it only happened yesterday.

The ink-black sky with a blanket of twinkling stars hovered over me. Once the lights of the city of Palm Springs were in my rearview mirror, the glowing orbs seemed to intensify. They’d multiplied, no longer having to fight to be seen through the illumination of the street lamps below. It was a view that on any other night would’ve delighted me. Not that night, however.

I’d recently moved to the desert, working in Palm Springs, but resided in Yucca Valley, a high-desert town about a forty-minute drive from the hub of The Springs. My six-year-old son, Jeff, and I were staying with my mother for the moment. She would babysit while I worked. I was twenty-five years old and the world and all of its wonders were ahead of me.

As I cleared the city on that night, a prickly feeling, like a spider crawling across my neck, caused me to shudder. An odd, shaky, sort of muscle-tremble in my stomach began, making me nauseous. The quiver was slow, but steady in its escalation. I tried to shake it off, telling myself, I’m just hungry and exhausted from a busy work week. The self-soothing words in my head, unfortunately, did not reach my body. The invasion of my nerves and muscles continued.

There were two stop signs between the outskirts of Palm Springs and Yucca Valley—one, just outside the city limits, and the other just before the right turn that led up the mountain pass into Morongo Valley. The two-lane road then traveled almost straight up into Yucca. It was the only way home.

As soon as I passed the first stop sign, the anxiety morphed into a body reaction so intense, there wasn’t an appendage that didn’t gyrate in some fashion, including my head. I wondered if I was having a stroke or a seizure of some sort. My breath came in short gasps. My heart started beating so hard and fast I was sure it would pop open the buttons on my blouse. My eyes widened, desperately searching the darkness beyond my headlights. I can’t tell you what I was looking for, but I can tell you that this road I had driven so many times before suddenly became completely foreign. I didn’t recognize anything. Had I turned down some different street somehow? No. That couldn’t be it.

By the time I hit the second stop sign to turn up the mountain pass, my right foot on the gas pedal was contracting with such force, it caused the car to lurch and slow. It jerked forward in short bursts in rhythm with the spasms, then slowed suddenly when it slipped off the pedal entirely. My thoughts became disjointed as the tremors attacked my entire system. I kept thinking that around the next curve I’d see the lights of Morongo Valley. Time became skewed. I should be there by now, shouldn’t I? I have to keep going. There’s nowhere to turn around. I have to get home. I have to find safety. 

There were no other cars on the road. There was no one to help me. I kept screaming in my head but couldn’t even figure out how to make that wail come out of my mouth.

Finally, finally, I made it. It took a full five minutes when I pulled up in front of my mother’s house to get out of the car. My body was like jelly. I couldn’t stand and was still breathing heavily. I had to calm down before going inside. I couldn’t let my son see me like that.

Once inside, I greeted my mom, quickly hugged Jeff, and headed straight for the bathroom. A hot shower would help. At least that was the hope. The oddest thing happened. The bathroom felt small and foreboding. I couldn’t bring myself to lock the door. This being-trapped feeling took charge. Standing there, not giving into the urge to bolt back out through the door, I turned on the shower. The hot water began to work its magic. The panic, like so much ugly debris, flowed out of me and escaped with the water down the drain. Seriously…what the heck was that? What in heaven’s name just happened to me?

It’s amazing the things we never forget. Our first love, for example, is seared into our brains. No matter how many years have passed, one thought about that first meeting, and the exhilaration of emotion that occupies your entire heart lives anew as if it were only moments ago. A smile follows in lock step with the happy memories that flood into our brain.

We also have terrific recall of the other end of the emotional spectrum—fear. I have never forgotten that first panic attack. Even in the retelling of it, I notice my senses become heightened, and my muscles tense. Like an L.A. earthquake, that was the big one, that was the one that landed me face-first on that road less traveled.

Hindsight is such a valuable tool. It’s easy now to see how I ended up in the house. Each panic event that came when I was outdoors piggy-backed on the one before it, building a gigantic wall I could not pass through. Before long, there was no safety out there. Like Pavlov’s theory, I became conditioned.

The morning after the “big one” was Saturday, giving me some time to recoup in the safety of my loved ones. My mom cooked her usual fabulous meals. I’m a disaster in the kitchen, so eating her never-burnt, never-underdone meals was heaven to me. I played with my son, watched videos, and tried to enjoy the peace I found there.

Even though I was still reeling from the mysterious event the night before, I relegated it to the back of my brain. The it must be low blood sugar or exhaustion logical explanations found various niches in my mind. I closed the door on the event. I washed my hands of the whole thing. Over. Done. And it was working, sorta, kinda, not really. Like a stalker darting behind the lamppost to remain unseen, it lingered. It whispered in my ear. It rode on the surface of my nerves just enough to keep me vigilant and ill at ease.

For the next couple of weeks I did pretty well. I got up and down the mountain okay. Well, not completely okay. I altered my schedule to ensure that I wouldn’t have to drive at night. Since it was February, it got dark early, so I was forced to lie to my boss about the reason I had to leave every day at 4:00. Lying was another first for me. I’m a terrible liar. It shows all over my face. Thankfully, he didn’t question my excuse about my mom being unable to watch my son after 5:00.

My dad’s favorite joke was, “Nothing is so bad, that it can’t get worse.” Ha, ha. Very funny, Dad, but apparently very true. Just as I was easing into the slightest bit of comfort again, another panic attack hit—in the middle of the day no less. I was out delivering and picking up our client’s accounting ledgers. The big puffy white clouds above me danced around in the wind, seeing which one could be the fattest and take up the most space. As I looked up I began to notice the blue sky was being overcome by the clouds. I couldn’t see it anymore. As before, fear started crawling up my spine, causing my ears to ring. I felt trapped, claustrophobic. The intensity rose and took my whole body hostage. I became almost manic, looking up at the sky, trying to find the way out. I kept driving, turning up this street then that one, always with my eyes on the now illogically-oppressive sight above me. Finally, in the distance a bit of blue began to emerge from under the display of white clouds. As if by magic, I could breathe again. Like someone pulling me out of a coffin, I was free.

The thoughts now taking hold were that I have developed some type of serious mental disorder. I was sure whatever it was would require my institutionalization. Talk about claustrophobia—being locked away in some facility would be the epitome of that. Oh, no, no, no, no. That particular fear would keep me from sharing what I was going through for a very long time.

I made my way back to work, calmer, but still on edge. And here comes the totally, out-of-this-world, bat-shit crazy part. As I sat down at my desk, I heard a voice. It was so loud in my ear I literally turned around to see who it is. It said, “It’s not that bad. It’ll be okay.” It sounded to me like my father’s voice.

My dad had passed away only a few months before. He was my rock. The only one I felt truly loved me. We were very close. My mother, grandparents, and other family members were always more involved with my older brother, who sadly was always in trouble, needing something. I was basically ignored. My dad, however, never ignored me. He attempted to make up for the attention that was being expended on my brother. When he died, I was devastated. I was already feeling adrift without his presence in my life—without his anchor to point me true north, I felt lost.

The idea of me being totally cracked got worse. Am I schizophrenic? Is that my problem? I heard a voice. Isn’t that what schizophrenics do—hear voices? I struggled through the next couple of hours until I could make my escape. I sped home. It was the beginning of locking myself in a mental vault, alone, afraid to share my plight for fear of what others would think or possibly do, like lock me away. Like a petulant child, I stayed there, not knowing where to turn next.


CHAPTER 4

My ‘ette’ life began

My panic disorder continued to gleefully play with me, like a cat batting around a toy on a just-cleaned, shiny kitchen floor. Thankfully, the full-blown panic events didn’t happen every day. Unfortunately, every time they did occur, I’d find myself then avoiding that particular place where it happened. Ever so slowly my ‘safe’ places diminished. The anxiety, however, stuck to me like glue on a child’s fingers. It rode with me, taunted me, keeping me over-alert to the slightest sound. The vigilance kept my nerves always operating at a heightened pitch.

I quit my job in Palms Springs and took a much less lucrative position in Yucca Valley. It was close to home, so it was easy to get to my house if the panic or anxiety got to be too much. While I was trying hard to eke out a life as close to normal as possible, new weird fears cropped up almost daily. I became afraid to sleep in my bed or sleep in the dark. Oh, and here’s a fun one. One evening Jeff and I were eating dinner in front of the television. I had taken only about three or four bites and the phone rang.

“I’ll be just a sec,” I told Jeff. “Watch it carefully so you can explain to me what I missed when I get back.”

I finished my phone call, came back, and suddenly I couldn’t eat my food. When I would try to put the fork in my mouth, I’d start to shake, like I was about to take a bite of poison.

“Are you okay, Mom?” Jeff said, as he had noticed how much I’m trembling.

“I’m fine, sweetie. I’m just tired. I think I’m not really all that hungry. I’ll eat it later.”

I went through the motions of taking it to the kitchen, wrapping it up, and putting it in the fridge. I had no plans of eating it later, however. It had somehow become tainted in my absence. This was not a single event. It continued anytime I’d walk away from something I was eating or drinking. I started carrying my food with me if I had to leave the table. More adjustments, more fear of the craziness that was now me.

Brick by brick, with each newest fear, the incapability of normal function began to enclose me. How in the world did this all begin? What did I do? Who can I tell? Who will help?

The panic events continued—different times, different places, and always exhausting. I was missing a lot of time from work for reasons I never explained to either my boss or my family. “I’m just not feeling well,” I’d tell them. The largest fear circulating still through my brain was that I was now somehow completely certifiable.

Like the flame of a candle slowly burning itself out, the world around me became less bright and inviting. With the avoidance of any place I’d ever had a panic attack, and now taking a wide berth around any place I might have one, my movements shrank in scope and distance. Everything was reduced. I started calling it my ‘ette’ life. Small, like a kitchenette or dinette. It still had functions, but was cramped and hard to move around in. That girl who saw the good in everything and everyone was shrinking as well. I knew she was still in there, but I just couldn’t find her very often anymore.

The only thing I was positive of was that there had to be remedy for this…whatever this was, and I was going to find it.

I bought tons of self-help books. The answer had to be there somewhere. Books are magical silent beings in my estimation. Someone sat and toiled over every word, imparting their expertise and knowledge onto each page. I love holding a book in my hand, making notes in the margins, highlighting my favorite parts, learning something new, or simply being swept away into some other world.

Once I got them home, I flipped through them briefly, but then found myself being fearful of what they might say. The book, “I’m Okay, You’re Okay,” convinced me I was not okay. The sad part was that in the reading I did do, I wasn’t finding my symptoms. Many of the books I’d purchased had fear in the title, but most were of mild anxiety attached to standing up for yourself or speaking in front of a crowd. Nothing about the physical manifestations or skewed thinking I was experiencing. You can believe there was absolutely nothing about not being able to eat food if I walked away from it.

I think the fact that I couldn’t find a diagnosis, if you will, in any of the books I’d purchased, made it all the worse. It must be pretty bad if these books don’t even mention it, I thought.

It’s funny how so much anxiety and fear can knock logic right out of one’s head. I was locked inside, always fighting this unknown creature, while apparently my brain had put out a sign saying, “Gone Fishing.” I just couldn’t think straight.

I wonder now, as I write this, how exactly I held on so long and could appear so normal to so many…maybe a little high strung, but okay.


CHAPTER 5

Does somebody have a manual for this situation?

All these years later, on this first trip to look for my missing son, the gamut of memories of all the prior years of playing hide and seek with my panic kept squeezing their way into my thoughts. It was the last thing I needed to be ruminating about.

On the last day of this first trip to Oceanside, I thought I’d completely run out of ways to be scared. Truth be told, other than still being able to get out of my house and maneuver around the city of Portland, I was not all that much better off than I was when my panic attacks first started. As I put on my makeup, I tried to distinguish the stress of my son being missing and on drugs, from the free-floating anxiety and panic attacks that had haunted my life for so long.

I’d been through therapy, done so many things between my two-year agoraphobic stint locked behind an open door and now; yet, I was still at a loss to explain the cycles I experienced. Like the surety of the four seasons, I would have months of relative ease. No panic attacks, moderate anxiety and freedom. During those times I did wonderful things. I ran my own theater, appeared on television, went out with my friends. That’s why I never took medication. I couldn’t get behind the idea of taking some chemically mind-altering drug for something
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