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Introduction

 


For years, my family and friends have urged
me to write a book about my experiences with having bipolar
disorder. “Maybe you can help other people who are going through
the same thing,” they suggested. I was first diagnosed with this
disorder in 1985, so it is like “an old friend” to me. I had put
off writing about it for many reasons: it was too depressing; too
weird; too embarrassing, and too strangely humorous. I don’t want
people to know I have it and am very good at disguising it. It is
my own boogeyman whom I keep locked away in my closet. I’m still so
hesitant to let people know I have it that I am writing this book
under a pen name.

So why now? Four years ago, my brother and
sister died within 3 months of each other. All of the reassurances
that I had told myself about wrestling and subduing my old beast
were no longer working. Both deaths were a devastating loss to me,
my surviving sister, our spouses, and their children. My younger
sister left behind 3 teenage daughters and my brother was
financially supporting a daughter and her three children who were
all living in his house. I cried every day for a year and a half.
How were they going to get through this? How was I supposed to? I’m
still trying to make sense of everything that has happened after
their deaths.

Writing it all down is therapeutic. I wanted
to approach this book through the eyes of a hopeless optimist who
sees the silver lining in every dark cloud. I wanted to stand aside
and watch myself from the sidelines to have a little distance from
it. I’ve tried to approach this as if I were a character in a play
or a book, which is easy for me since I was an English Major in
college.

What could possibly be the silver lining in
my dark clouds of struggling with this disorder? It’s that “I’m in
good company”, as the best doctor I’d ever had told me after I
tried to commit suicide in 1985. Feeling “lucky” is the last thing
you’d think of when you’re going through this. It is quite a
challenge! I hope that by writing this book, maybe I can help some
poor soul out there who is scared and overwhelmed when they hear
the diagnosis of “bipolar disorder” for the first time. You can get
through this, but—fasten your seat belt—you are going to have quite
the rollercoaster ride.

I couldn’t have survived the ravages of this
disorder without the love and support of an amazing husband who has
been my best friend and lover for 40 years. I’ve left the last
chapter, “Helping a Loved One Who Has Bipolar Disorder,” for him to
tell, in his own words.

 




Chapter 1—One of “Those People”

 


 


Have you ever felt like you’ve hit rock
bottom? My “rock bottom” moment occurred when I was thirty years
old and tried to commit suicide. My husband called 911 after I took
over 100 pills—a deadly cocktail of Chloral Hydrate, Imipramine,
and Trilafon. I found myself in an ambulance being rushed to the
hospital as a “Code Blue”. The emergency room doctors said that I
had taken a fatal dose and it was touch and go for the next two
hours to see how my lungs and heart could handle all of those
pills. I was so manic that even after I’d taken so many pills, I
still couldn’t sleep. I had been up for days. I can totally relate
to how Michael Jackson felt when he’d spent days without sleep and
it was destroying his life. I too was at the point at which I would
tell a doctor, “Just give me everything. I desperately need some
sleep.” I wasn’t able to work because I was physically exhausted
and had no energy. My workplace had been very patient and
supportive, but I felt like I was continually letting everyone down
with my inability to improve. I could go an entire week without a
minute of sleep. It was awful. How are people supposed to suit up
and show up when they feel like this? People were counting on me.
It got to the point where I felt I’d rather be dead than spend the
rest of my life like this.

After the ambulance took me to the emergency
room, I had my stomach pumped. They stuck a tube down my throat and
told me, “Don’t gag,” which was impossible because that’s what your
body’s natural reflexes want to do. I was told to urinate in a
bedpan as three of the nurses stood over me waiting for me to
“perform on-demand”. When I couldn’t, they clipped on a catheter.
Adding insult to injury, they handcuffed me to the bed. There I was
with three-inch leather cuffs on both my wrists and one ankle
locked to my hospital bed for a day and a half. I had to take
charcoal to absorb the medications and it turned my teeth
temporarily black. When they uncuffed one of my wrists and gave me
a mirror to comb my hair, I saw my wild eyes, messy hair, and black
teeth. As I looked in the mirror, I told myself, “Well, this is
definitely not Marilyn Monroe lying here.” There’s nothing
tragically romantic about trying to kill yourself and no Elton John
singing “Candle in the Wind” about you.

One of the saddest moments in the hospital
was when my Dad saw me with blackened teeth in the emergency room
and told me, “Sweetie…Look what you’ve done to yourself!!” I wanted
to say, “I’m so sorry Dad. I’ve let you down…just like Mom did.
Even after you’d told me that I was different from her: that I was
strong.”

How did I get here? I’d always known that my
family was “cursed” when it came to the depression gene. Both my
Mom and my brother had tried to kill themselves. The possibility of
becoming just like them haunted me while I was growing up. I felt
like I was harboring a boogeyman in the closet who someday would
come out and get me. I over-identified with my Mom and brother’s
problems and tried to help them get better. I was always a good
listener to both of them. It got to the point where I’d asked my
mother so many questions about why she was in the hospital that
she’d come out and said, “You’re thinking about this way too much.
Stop reading Sylvia Plath and read something healthy like, ‘The Egg
and I’.” She’d say that she was worried about me not being able to
let it go.

I couldn’t escape the feeling that people
saw it as a sign of weakness in me that I was anxious or depressed.
“You have absolutely no right to feel that way,” I sensed they were
saying to me. I was happily married to a great guy, had otherwise
good health, a loving family, a good job, and a Bachelor’s Degree.
I’d traveled to Europe twice. I was leading a very fulfilling
life.

Not many of my friends felt sorry for what I
was going through. They would say things like, “Well…You think
you’ve got it bad? Listen to my tales of woe. At least you’ve got a
supportive husband. We’d give anything to have the life you have.”
Then there were their unsolicited solutions for my problems: “You
have too much time on your hands. What you need is a hobby. Maybe
you should be reading the Bible. When was the last time you did
something nice for other people? This is taking up too much space
in your head.” Guilt, guilt, guilt!

What they didn’t come right out and say was,
“Count your blessings. You’re just spoiled.” It left me with the
feeling that I’d let everyone down and they had no respect for me
and were getting sick and tired of dealing with me. I had already
been in a mental hospital twice that year. I had admitted myself
the first two times and on the third visit after my suicide
attempt, I was now truly incarcerated with a “5150”. This is a
three-day psychiatric hold; if I tried to leave the hospital, I
could be arrested and brought back to lock-up. “I was “committed”
as they used to say about Blanche Dubois. I’d really done it
now.

After the 3rd day in the ER, I
was to be transported to a psychiatric hospital. A group of
psychiatrists had evaluated me there. I looked at the transfer
papers they had written up and for the first time saw my diagnosis,
“Bipolar Disorder.”

I was freaked out after reading that. I
remembered my “Introduction to Psychology” class in college and
thought of my textbook’s pictures of patients curled up in a fetal
position on the floor of nursing homes and long-term care
facilities. “Bipolar Disorder? This can’t be me. Those are the
homeless people talking to themselves. Those are the criminals who
go crazy and walk into McDonalds shooting everyone in sight.” On
the news, after one of “these people” committed some crime, it was
always explained that they were schizophrenic or manic-depressive.
As if to say, “Well…there you go. That explains it. That’s why
these horrible crimes were committed.” Now I was a certified member
of their club. I was one of “those people”. Just great!

 



Chapter
2—Father Knows Best versus Mad Men

 


 


“Tell me about your childhood.” That’s the
stereotypical question asked by shrinks in books and on TV. It has
a bit of a funny ring to me because it’s been the butt of so many
jokes, but I think there’s a lot to be said about figuring out what
events in one’s childhood led up to what makes one an adult.

I was born in 1954, and in a lot of respects
had a “Father Knows Best” family life, albeit a poorer version of
it. My Dad was a carpenter and there were a lot of times when he
was out of work. He always made things fun for his 4 children. When
Chubby Checker had an album out, Dad brought the record home and
taught us how to do “the twist”. My earliest memories are of him
singing to me. His greatest hits included, “I’ve Been Working on
the Railroad”, “Little Brown Jug”, and “Three Little Fishies”. When
we went camping, he’d bring his harmonica and we’d sing songs
around the campfire. On Christmas, my sister played carols on the
piano with him standing over her playing his harmonica. He loved
having parties and decorating. Even though my parents didn’t have
much money, they paid for lots of my trips to Disneyland, the
movies, and rock concerts. “My Dad worked at Knott’s Berry Farm and
was one of the carpenters who built the Calico Mine Ride,” I liked
to brag to my
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