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			Dedication

			To my daughter: Whatever life brings you, may you know that you are always enough.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			“I don’t know what it is like to not have deep emotions. Even when I feel nothing, I feel it completely.”

			—Sylvia Plath

			“Which of my feelings are real? Which of the me’s is me? The wild, impulsive, chaotic, energetic, and crazy one? Or the shy, withdrawn, desperate, suicidal, doomed, and tired one? Probably a bit of both, hopefully much that is neither.”

			—Kay Redfield Jamison,
An Unquiet Mind: A Memoir of Moods and Madness

		

	
		
			Preface

			My psychiatrist is still following her own train of thought, though strangely it feels like she’s following mine as well. Somehow, unspoken between us has passed the idea that I have been working on this book about my experiences as a therapist with bipolar disorder for over a year.

			“You’re being led through the full gamut of suckage—sorry, I know that’s not a word—so you can write this book. Everything you’re going through and have gone through you needed to go through so you could do this. The excruciating parts of this story are what will make it speak to people.”

			It’s hard to explain what happens inside of me when she says that. Here is a psychiatrist, a person of science, clearly highly intelligent. Yet she’s also extremely intuitive. Her words, in that moment, feel less like speculation and more like an obvious statement of fact. In the split second that falls between her finishing her sentence and my ornery brain starting to pick it apart, I can see myself finishing this book. Actually finishing it. Actually using my experiences for some benefit. For me and for other people. Like the universe is calling me to step into this—not in a grandiose manic way, but in an ordinary invitational way. Like tomorrow I’ll go to work and parent my child and cook dinner and do all of the things, and then I’ll chip away at writing an actual book. Depression or no, this will occur. Because I am being guided to do it. And if I’m being guided to do it, it must mean that I’m being given strength to do it as well.

		

	
		
			Foreword

			Manic-depressive illness, or bipolar disorder as it is now called, has a history as complex and varied as any other human condition. It is a history perhaps made more so by the well-documented richness that it can bestow upon those it touches. If it were a coin, it would bring with it not only the anguish of suffering on the one side, but the bright sparks of all that is most beloved about the human experience on the other. Creativity, intelligence, an openness to new possibilities, a fluidity and divergence of thought, an endless propensity for deeper connection with others and with the spiritual realm are all attendant trappings of a disorder that also carries with it deep, oppressive depressions and, not infrequently, suicide.

			The illness can be seductive in many ways, arriving in the individual’s life as if from afar, like a long-forgotten friend or a troublesome guest. And yet, in some degree of counterpoint, for many, bipolar is part of the fabric of being, part of one’s daily relationship with oneself and with life, and it is experienced as a highly personal facet of existence, similar perhaps to how one might view elements integral to one’s character.

			This, of course, is not without its attendant difficulties. Bipolar patients who regard the disorder as something intrinsic to their personalities—rather than as a health condition that requires pharmaceutical and psychotherapeutic management—are less likely to seek and to commit to treatment. They are also more likely to internalize the many devastating consequences of the disorder—from ruined finances and relationships to job loss and shattered self-esteem—as uniquely their fault, or as reflections of deep-seated character flaws. So while it is true that the condition carries many benefits, it is very much a double-edged sword that wounds and indeed kills many of those whom it touches.

			As time has passed and conversations about mental health—such as understanding bipolar disorder as manifestations of concrete physiological differences in brain structure and function—have become more normalized, society seems increasingly willing to view the things bipolar patients do when acutely unwell as symptoms of a broader illness, much like chest pains may be symptoms of a heart condition. Overall, there has been a noticeable decrease in the stigmatizing belief that those who suffer from bipolar are somehow deeply flawed. Celebrities like Stephen Fry, Mariah Carey, Richard Dreyfuss, Carrie Fisher, and others who have spoken openly about their personal experiences with bipolar illness have helped immeasurably in this regard.

			Psychologist Kay Redfield Jamison, in particular, has written eloquently and passionately about her experiences living with and treating bipolar disorder, and her clarion call to view the condition as both highly personal yet ultimately as neurobiological is no less necessary today than when she first crafted her memoir thirty years ago. The honesty and straightforwardness of those above in disclosing their personal experiences of a serious mental health condition have added to a rich conversation about bipolar disorder in particular, and the many variations on the human condition in general.

			This book attempts to enter that conversation not as an intellectual account of bipolar disorder but as a set of journal entries recounting what it was like for me, a white professional woman who was both patient and therapist within the healthcare system, to navigate the world during the first two years following my bipolar diagnosis. It does not pretend to offer any solutions or perspectives beyond the highly personal account it proffers of how the condition shaped and continues to shape my life, nor does it purport to speak for those whose culture, gender, or socioeconomic status differs from my own.

			In that spirit, the journal entries that follow are as close to their original versions as possible. I have edited for clarity when needed, but by and large, the text stands almost exactly as it did when I first wrote it. The entries remain dated according to when they were originally penned, and they follow the gyrations of my experiences, captured as best I could through the imperfections of written language. All conversations and events have been recounted as accurately as possible. Some names have been changed in accordance with the wishes of those concerned. All patients referenced are composite characters. Titles were added after the fact, along with explanatory footnotes.1

			Part I contains narrative pieces describing my experiences before my formal diagnosis and is distinct from the journal entries, which begin in Part II. As I looked back, I began to see patterns and themes emerging in the text I had originally written solely for myself, and I sought to provide necessary background for a reader I was only beginning to imagine.2

			I did not initially set out to write a book. Often as I moved upon the tightrope of my own kaleidoscope moods, I would need to set things down in words as a means of lightening the burden imposed by those moods. Even after the idea of muscling the entries into a book took hold, however, I chose not to censor the essentials of the account. I believe that the value of this book lies in the utterly raw and honest depictions of the experiences it describes. If eyes are a window on the soul, then this book is a window on the unfiltered story of bipolar illness as I have experienced it.3

			Looking back again and again through these entries during the process of compiling them into some kind of cohesive narrative, I was struck repeatedly by the way in which writing, done as it was entry by entry solely for my own benefit and without any expectation of ever finding an audience, provided me with a therapeutic space I could not otherwise have found. I have been extraordinarily lucky in receiving excellent psychiatric and psychotherapeutic care, and in having the love and support of many friends and family members, but at times, particularly when I was deeply embroiled in the darkest parts of my illness, I turned again and again not to other people but to the power of the written word and my own ability to find strength and reality within it. Writing the entries in this book saved me not once but numerous times, and indeed, part of the function these words now serve is to remind me and others of how essential it is for those experiencing bipolar disorder to have an outlet.4

			If there is one single intention I can set for this book, it is the hope that it awakens the reader to the moment-by-moment experience of how it feels to live a life so completely etched and shaded by moods. The cruelty, or perhaps the fleeting beauty, of bipolar illness lies in the way it wraps its arms around those who know its touch, holding them in thrall to its radiance one moment, and then dealing them a swift backhand the next. It is illusory, mercurial, mysterious, and captivating, at once exquisite and deadly. It is my hope that this book offers a small perspective on how it feels to live cheek-by-jowl with that unique combination of Jekyll and Hyde, and that as others become familiar with this perspective, we can continue to further the conversation on bipolar disorder, mental health, and the richness of the human condition.

			Jenny Porter

			August 2025

			Vancouver Island, Canada

			

			
				
					1	The footnotes herein do not constitute medical or psychotherapeutic advice. They are intended to provide background information to the reader without unduly disrupting the flow of the narrative.

					2	The reader may find certain aspects of this story, particularly those dealing with suicide and psychotic symptoms, to be distressing. For those in crisis, the National Suicide Prevention Hotline can be reached at 988. The therapist in me encourages the reader to practise self-care throughout the reading of this book.

					3	The bipolar disorder described in these pages is of the rapid cycling kind; clinically, this means that four or more mood episodes (manic, hypomanic, and/or depressive) take place within a single year. I seem to be something of a rapid rapid cycler, and the reader may notice that the changes in mood described in this account are perhaps more precipitous than would be the case with the more classic form of bipolar illness.

					4	The entries in this book speak from my perspective and do not represent that of any figures portrayed in the text.

				
			

		

	
		
			A Note on Language

			The astute reader will have already noticed that I tend to interchange “disorder,” “illness,” and “condition.” I also tend to refer to “bipolar patients” as opposed to “patients with bipolar disorder.” There are strong opinions about the use of language within and outside the bipolar community. On the one hand, person-first language dictates that individuals are always more than the sum of their disorders, and thus the preferred phrasing is, “A person with bipolar disorder,” rather than, “A bipolar person.” I can see some value in this, as it heads off a potentially limiting descriptive phrase that inevitably captures only a very small facet of someone’s lived experience.

			I myself am more than just a bipolar patient. However, I also tend to believe that using one word over many is generally preferable in writing, and I note that, when I speak to others about my condition, I typically say, “I am bipolar” rather than, “I have bipolar.” Certainly others may decide differently, but I feel that bipolar is so central to who I am and how I experience the world that it is similar to saying, “I am a woman.” I am not someone who practises womanhood as an activity or hobby. Who I am—my being, rather than just my doing—is so central to my identity that I feel comfortable starting with “I am.” So too is the case for bipolar: I am someone whose entire life has been shaped and changed by the set of diagnostic criteria that we so hygienically call “bipolar disorder.” It is not something I have, the way one might temporarily have a cold or flu from which they recover. It is intrinsic to my experience of who I am and central to my identity as a person.

			Secondly, the reader will observe the use of words like “crazy” and “madness.” These were the words available to me in whatever mental state and level of distress I was experiencing when I wrote them, and they are not intended to convey any tone of dehumanization or condemnation of people living with bipolar disorder or any other mental health condition. I have left them as they were when I initially wrote the text in order to depict the mindset within which the writing was done. They were the words I felt best captured my experience at that time, and which I now believe, with the benefit of hindsight, can help pull the reader into the subjective reality of what it can be like moment by moment and day by day to live with these vivid—if controversial—descriptors as companions on the bipolar journey.

			Finally, there are those within the bipolar community who prefer the term “condition” to more medical, arguably stigmatizing, words like “disorder” or “illness.” I make no distinction between these three terms. Just as a person can have heart disease, so too can they have a heart condition. Indeed, it is my view that using terms like “condition” exclusively when talking about mental illnesses and reserving more disease-focused terms like “illness” or “disorder” for physical ailments perpetuates the unfortunate partitioning of mental and physical health conditions. Bipolar is a brain disorder in the same way that diabetes is a metabolic disorder. It can and may be referred to as such with no attendant tones of denigration or stigma.

			Ultimately, as with the other unwieldy subjects that this book addresses, from suicide and violence to hospitalization and psychosis, the reader is invited to take the words in the spirit in which they were written—not as definitive academic statements on the subject of bipolar disorder, but as musings in a journal written from within the trenches of a mental health condition that packs a wallop regardless of what it is called.

		

	
		
			Part I

			Finding Out

			“Write hard and clear about what hurts.”

			—Ernest Hemingway

		

	
		
			Waves5

			For as long as I can remember, I’ve lived my life on a canvas of moods—moods so blindingly high that they’ve swept me airborne upon the wings of their wondrous and wild energies and moods so crushingly low that they’ve entangled me in their empty despair, pulling me six feet under and entombing me in my own unfiltered anguish.

			An often intense, frequently inhibited, occasionally frenetic, always mercurial child, I moved through great swaths of mood—sometimes within a single day. A rainbow would spark intense joy and fantasies of using the colours as a slide, and then an hour later, an earthworm, withered and drowning in a puddle no bigger than my fist, would bring me to my knees in despair.

			The only child of older professional parents, I was often alone with my thoughts and emotions. People felt foreign to me—strange and impenetrable, like the orange shale that incongruously demarcated the quiet of the playground from the frenzied chaos of the soccer fields. Talking to people was like journeying to another land. I took things personally, almost always crying over what we in our household called “small stuff.” It never felt small to me. Every feeling, every mood, every stumble, every failure at being human felt as deep as the ocean. I lived within big waves, sometimes riptides, always feeling the paradoxical pull of both resting astride crests of endless beauty and running the risk of forever slipping under. It was a life of precarious balance, lift and gravity pulling intermittently upon my tiny soul. And it was in many ways exhausting, but it was all I knew. It wasn’t until the social comparison of adolescence that I began to develop a vague sense that not everybody lived their lives so beholden to their moods. But even when I took notice, I had nothing to tell myself other than what I had always heard: “Don’t be so sensitive. Don’t compare yourself with others. And don’t cry.”

			I failed on all three counts. I continued to feel deeply, to cycle through moods intensely, and to shame myself viciously for not being better able to hold back the ocean. It wasn’t until many years later—after learning the professional language to describe my condition, after receiving compassionate psychiatric care, and after pulling myself ashore again and again through suicidal despair, manic euphoria, a ruined marriage, disastrous finances, and an improbable hope that I might live to see my daughter’s third birthday—that I began to truly comprehend the vastness of the ocean in which I lived. There was no part of my life that it didn’t touch. Slowly and haphazardly—still dipping in and out of waves both beautiful and terrifying—I began to try and build a boat. This book is the story of that journey.

			

			
				
					5	The pieces that follow in Part I of the narrative are not journal entries but rather were written after the journal itself was essentially completed in order to give the reader some context for events that took place before the journal writing began. They are here to introduce the reader to my younger self.

				
			

		

	
		
			Electricity

			I am sixteen years old, questionably sweet, and never-been-kissed. I am sixteen years old, and there’s something stirring within me. I don’t know what to call it other than electricity. It takes hold in my chest and seems to shoot vibrations through my whole body. Suddenly, I can do anything. I am the smartest person in the world. I am beautiful. I can run around the entire school, lap after lap, and never feel tired.

			My friends, however, tire rather quickly of this electricity. They tell me to slow down, to stop, to talk softer and less crazily. They can’t keep up with me physically or mentally. My most confident friend steps directly in my path as I go to start another frenetic lap around the school and gently pushes me down onto the floor. I sink but do not stop. The floor is littered with the usual high school detritus: old sandwich wrappers, smelly gym shoes, grass tracked in from the football field. I have the sudden, improbable impulse to slide on my belly through the school hallways, pushing the garbage in front of me like some kind of Zamboni. So I do it. I really have no way of not doing it. The electricity is like nothing I’ve ever experienced: whatever comes into my mind, I have automatic permission to do without giving a second thought to how stupid or uncool or just plain weird it is. At sixteen, young for my grade and in September of my grade twelve year, focused as I am on fitting in and trying to be cool, I find this newfound permission within myself to do whatever I want incredibly empowering. As I feed it through my actions, the electrical current within my body grows stronger. I can literally do anything. Anything.

			Except, apparently, slither through garbage. My friend Allison again steps in. “What are you doing, Jenny?” she asks. She’s partly laughing, partly worried, partly bewildered.

			“I’m nuts!” I shout. “I’m fucking nuts! I’m the garbage worm! The warbage gorm! I’ll eat up all this garbage and grow so big I can take over this whole school!” I open my mouth and lean towards the nearest pile, a particularly ripe one festering with the remains of an abandoned tuna sandwich.

			“No!” My friends step forward with one voice. Allison, the informal leader, flips back her shining red hair and kneels in front of me, blocking my path. The others silently close ranks behind her. I look at their faces. Each wears an echo of the next person’s expression. Again and again, reflected back at me like one of those three-panel mirrors that seem to go on forever, I see shock, concern, mild amusement, and general disbelief.

			They’re united in their impression that I am clearly not well; indeed, Allison, the group’s usual spokesperson, says, “Jenny, I don’t think you’re OK. I think you’re not OK. What’s going on?”

			Abruptly, I swivel from my belly into a seated position. The electricity continues to spark within my chest, inviting me to continue running, reminding me that I can do anything, assuring me of my absolute confidence and power. I open my mouth to say something to that effect, but the appearance of my friends’ eyes, filling less with amusement and more with concern, stems my speech at the source. If they don’t want to see me being crazy, my mind reasons, I’ll just have to be crazy where they can’t see me. Better to just make everyone think I’m fine.

			“I’m fine,” I say. “I was just joking around. Sorry.”

			About half of them are convinced. The rest, Allison among them, continue searching my face like detectives at the scene of a crime. I can hear her thinking, Is she really OK?

			I answer her thoughts, because one of my newfound magical skills is the ability to read minds. “I really am OK.”

			This seems to do the trick. We’ve stayed late after school for band practice, and then late after band practice because one of us took to running laps around the school and slithering through garbage piles. It’s getting on to five o’clock, and it’s time we went home. The group disperses.

			I’m left with Allison. She hands me my backpack, long abandoned as I ran my race around the building. “What’s going on?” she asks.

			She’s a good friend. She genuinely cares. I know that if she can help me at all, she will. But right now, in this moment of fierce electricity and intense power, I don’t want to be helped. I am a bird refusing to let its wings be clipped, no matter how well-meaning the clipper.

			I shrug. “I don’t know,” I say. This, at least, is true. I really don’t know what’s going on. I want to say that all of a sudden, some kind of electrical force has invaded my body. But this would lead to unwanted questions. I sift through my mind, trying to land on something that will be acceptable to her and will allow me to continue churning through my life with a confidence I have never felt before. “It was just a joke,” I say finally. “Just a stupid joke.”

			She nods. She appears reassured. Fortunately, stupid jokes are very much my wheelhouse.

			We have, by this time, reached the bus stop. The bus pulls up moments later. I sit in my seat, clutching my backpack, feeling the spiral binding of my math notebook firm against my hand. Its structure and rigidity are somehow comforting as the electricity thrums away under my collarbone. All the way home, I force myself to sit still in the seat beside Allison. Being still is utterly exhausting. We don’t talk much. She seems unsure of what to say, which suits me just fine, as I’m very busy allowing my restless mind to rove over the people on the bus, noticing how my thoughts put words together like some kind of broken poetry.

			Blue, blue, a blue hat, a cat, a bat. Running through the forest you see a bat swinging from the trees and fall to your knees and out come the trees. A breeze! Lifts your hair, it’s fair, the game is won seven steps ahead, and the sun has set and you are on the bus home bringing some kind of bizarre but incredibly delicious electricity home with you, like a hunter-gatherer returning with a prized root. The root of all evil is the knowledge of the universe, and you are in possession of this knowledge.

			We get off at our stop. Allison turns uneasily before heading off in the direction of her house. “You’re really OK?” she asks. There’s almost a pleading in her eyes, like she wants me to be really OK, like won’t it be nice when we can just put this whole weird thing behind us. I won’t disappoint her. Years of drama classes have prepared me for this exact moment.

			I face her. I smile blandly. I nod tidily. “I really am OK,” I say. In the background, my mind continues its restless chanting. OK, say, say you’re OK, say you’re OK, don’t go astray. Lock it in, like a Lego figure snapping onto the fake green Lego grass. Be OK. Stay. Stay in the pocket. Keep your hands in your coat pockets so she doesn’t see the way the restless electricity makes them tremble like leaves in the wind. Wind up the toy and be good now, be good.

			It worked. She’s nodding. “See you tomorrow, Jenny,” she says. She leaves.

			Immediately, the electricity takes over once more. It’s waited as long as it’s willing to wait. I am a puppet whose strings it is pulling, and what it’s pulling me to do is to walk around the bus stop in ever-tighter circles as I wait for my next bus. I have the impulse to jump up on the bench, to give the five o’clock traffic a little dance, but I order my feet to remain earthbound as I content myself with the dance of concentric circles upon black asphalt.

			The bus comes. I get on. It’s much as it was on the last bus. My mind races, jumping from idea to idea, from thought to thought, tripping over itself, getting tangled in its own brilliant hurry. It feels as if folds of velvet curtains—the kind they have at the theatre—are gathering behind my eyes, swishing back and forth in complete assuredness and beauty, and I’m the star of the show. The people on the bus know it. We’re in a movie, all of us together, and I’m the star. They can see whatever I do. I reach into my backpack and pull out my water bottle, untwisting the cap and taking a sip. A beautiful sip. I am like Katharine Hepburn, sitting on a bus in my beautiful skin, with my beautiful self taking an innocent drink of water. I am the centre of the universe, and I can be anything. Anything.

			The bus pulls up to the curb at my stop. The movie crew follows me as I make my way up the street. In a voice-over, someone says, “Jenny walked up the street to her house. The strange, exquisite electricity walked with her. She felt it pulse through every cell of her body. She was, in this moment, the luckiest person alive.”

			I unlock the door of my house. My parents are both still at work. I drop my backpack and jacket on the floor. My normal routine would be to start my homework, math in particular being a subject that takes time and considerable effort and is therefore best confronted early. But not today! Today I can’t bear to waste my omnipotence on integers. I pace through the house, sliding on the wood floor in the living room and dancing out onto the tile floor of the kitchen, shifting back and forth, sliding in my sock feet like I’m dancing across the stage at Lincoln Center. My mind continues to assure me that I am, in fact, in a movie, that what’s now being filmed is background imagery to slip into the documentary about how, with minimal preparation, I am a magnificent dancer.

			I sway side to side, tuning my internal radio dial to the soundtrack of my own barrelling thoughts, and cradling the fizzing electricity within my body. Like a soda can shaken against the best wisdom of others, I feel the air molecules rising within me, leading my limbs through a series of pirouettes, jumps, and elaborate steps unfamiliar to me in my usual state. I am, in this moment, a great dancer, even though the closest I’ve ever come to dancing in a ballet is the preschool class I took years ago, where I didn’t learn to dance but how to get down on my hands and knees on the floor and search for a tooth that popped out in the middle of the performance. Somehow none of that matters now. I am brilliant. Brilliant, perfect, and endlessly, beautifully, moving.

			I have no recollection now, looking back some twenty years later, of how long this electricity lasted. I didn’t have the clinical language that would come much later to describe what was happening to me—namely that I was experiencing the first of many hypomanic episodes, discrete periods in bipolar disorder of what the clinical lexicon terms abnormally elevated, irritable, or expansive mood. I recall that I didn’t do homework for at least a few days, that I didn’t sleep through the night for at least a week, and that the beautiful rush of electricity that seized my body with such a sense of complete and blissful intercourse lasted for at least that long. I had a vague, slightly surreal sense that I was perhaps a bit higher than usual, but this logical description of events seemed somehow disconnected from reality—almost the way a dream at a moment of high fever brings with it a floaty sense of illusoriness. I recall an immensely pleasurable experience, like coming into contact with the heart of the universe and holding it in my hands, feeling blessed and sanctified and somehow utterly complete. Nothing—at least not in this first hypomanic episode—hinted at what was to come.

			Did my parents notice? I’ve asked myself this a lot. If they did, they certainly never said anything to me beyond the usual, “Slow down!” they’d utter whenever I made too much noise or moved too fast. But these were issues even when I wasn’t feeling blessed by the universe. I was generally an intensely built kid who didn’t think it important to go slowly and methodically through life. Reprimands for being this way were very much the daily soundtrack of my life and wouldn’t have felt out of place.

			Plus, as with Allison, I drew upon my drama skills to put on a normal face, to keep the magnificent electricity under wraps, to talk only in my mind about colours and sounds and being the star of the show. When I couldn’t sleep, I simply wrote or drew or paced in my room for hours, and nobody noticed. In hindsight, my skill at covering up this first hypomanic episode proved to be both extensive and extremely costly.

		

	
		
			Manic-Depressive

			I am still sixteen, still not sweet, and still not kissed, and it’s sometime after the electricity has departed from my body. How much time, I can’t be sure, but somehow over the preceding days, the restless vibrations I’ve come to equate with the magic of the universe seep out of my chest and return to the stars from which they came. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust. I have a day or so of feeling like my usual self, though vaguely bemused about what happened. I feel a strange sense of loss, as if someone dearly loved whom I’d only just met has died unexpectedly. I miss feeling like the star of the show and the blessed child of the universe. My feet plod with leaden weight upon the earth once more, and my mind slows to its usual cadence. I do all the things I usually do—from homework to showering to band practice to calm lunches with friends not marked by the need to race or slither through the halls. As far as I can tell, apart from an introspective puzzlement about what I experienced, I’m back to normal.

			And then. And then. As with the electricity, this next chapter of the story hits suddenly, ruthlessly, and with no warning. I am propelled by beings I can sense but not see into utter darkness. It’s not the soft darkness of lovers turning out a light, but the pure empty darkness of a vast black hole, a place where no light has ever penetrated. There’s nothing tangible, nothing solid or loved or real. The corporeal world has ceased to exist and has taken me with it in its own annihilation.

			I’ve experienced this state before. In grade seven, when I wasn’t quite twelve, it hit with the same savagery. Suddenly, I stopped showering, stopped wanting to go to school, stopped wanting to see my friends. All I felt was exhaustion. Walking up the sidewalk from the bus stop took more energy than running a marathon. Getting out of bed in the morning was torture, for to do so required me to defeat gravity with an energy I didn’t possess. The world looked like it had gone from being in colour to being in black and white. For days at a time, I felt as though my eyelids would only open halfway. The grey November sky simply pushed them back down again and again.

			I feel no different during this prolonged depression in grade twelve. As suddenly as I had been propelled upward into hypomania, I am hurtled into the Underworld, damned as if by unholy forces to live out my days in perpetual darkness and grief for all that I am rapidly losing. I think of reaching for a bottle of pills and taking the next logical step in the war against my mind, but I have no energy for this. I simply exist, day after day, like a particle of dirt that lies on the kitchen floor, contributing nothing, doing nothing, simply waiting to disappear.

			Once again, my friends notice. Allison, in particular, notices. “What’s wrong, Jenny?” she asks one day as we’re walking across the school field to catch the bus home. I have a sense of being caught between worlds, of feeling the absurdity of discussing life and death matters on a place as banal as the football pitch where, in a few hours, cheerleaders will be flipping their skirts and smiling insipidly at skinny boys with braces and acne who are somehow heralded as the heroes of our small microcosm. I honestly don’t know, in that moment, whether I’ll be alive when all of that transpires. I have a few hours before my parents get home from work, and the lure of the pills in the medicine cabinet is growing stronger.

			I have no way of knowing this then, of course, but the fact that I’m able to begin contemplating my suicide rather than finding it impossible to do anything at all is a sign that my depression is beginning to lift. Many years later, when I began working with suicidal patients, I came to learn that this is the great irony of the act: for many, its inaccessibility is preserved by the immobility of their depression, and when they finally do choose to act, it’s out of a renewed sense of energy that heralds their imminent improvement. All I know at sixteen is that I’m done with life; I’m done feeling like a skin disease on the face of the earth. I want to check out early. What I don’t want is to hurt anyone I love.

			Allison is still waiting for an answer. “I don’t know,” I tell her. I waver between telling her everything and, once again, hiding my cards. I don’t want my parents finding out about any of this. My need to protect them and to abandon myself in the process isn’t something I would be able to examine until over twenty years later, when I first received my diagnosis of bipolar disorder. I have no words at sixteen for what I’m doing; I simply know that I can’t burden them with my problems.

			And yet I also know I need help. The pills in the bathroom medicine cabinet are my security blanket, the oxygen mask on a plane I never expected to need but now find myself absurdly grateful for. If I don’t let someone in on the secret, I might not make it. Mired in my own doubt about the nature of the world, I’m not sure that I completely trust Allison with my thoughts, but in the absence of other listeners, I take a deep breath and say the words.

			“I just … it’s just … I wish … sometimes I wish I was dead.” The words hang brittle in the air between us. The September glow of hypomania has been replaced by a late-October chill. It’s unusually cold, and my words seem to chisel their way through the air to take solid form, barring our path and looming before us like stone.

			Allison stops walking. “What do you mean?”

			The alarm on her face is not something I’m prepared for. I immediately wish I could pull the words back, smashing them, keeping them from being real.

			“Uh, I mean … like, not actually being dead. Like, I just feel really down, and it sucks, you know?” I offer the statement as bait I hope she will take.

			She doesn’t. There’s a tenacity in her response that, even now, I find remarkable. She’s willing to pick up those heavy words and hold them without handing them back to me or laying them down. She is not willing to believe my cover-up.

			“Jenny, this is serious,” she begins. “I think … I think you have a problem with your moods. You have these high highs and low lows. It’s not your fault. I think you have a chemical imbalance in your brain. I think you need to see a doctor. When you go home tonight, can you ask your parents to take you?”

			“What? No way! I can never ask them!” I bleat. “I don’t want them to know anything about this at all.” The immediacy of my response and the horror I feel at the idea of letting my parents into my inner world are visceral. My entire body freezes in anxiety. I simply cannot cope with the thought of my parents knowing that my mind has failed me and therefore that I am failing them. I start ugly-crying, right there on the football field, begging her not to make me tell them.

			Allison is empathetic but unmoved. Her manner as she holds the boundary she has set for me reminds me very much of my psychiatrist, years later, when she had to admit me to hospital. Kind, yes—and caring—but absolutely firm on what is necessary.

			We go back and forth. Eventually, Allison offers me an alternative: if I can’t bring myself to tell my parents that I’m depressed and wish to be dead, then she’ll tell hers. And in the morning, we’ll go together to tell the school counsellor.

			We are by now on the bus home. It’s growing dark. I look through the window at my own tearstained face, feeling more and more like a burden and a failure with every passing road line. I look past my face to the brittle branches of the autumnal trees, some still with a few yellow leaves clinging on in the biting wind. I try to see both tree and face at the same time and fail. I know, from somewhere deep inside me, that I can’t do this on my own. That too much of myself is already lost, that too much more is at stake. I agree to Allison’s deal. I will say nothing, and she will carry this home. And in the morning, we’ll sit down across from a judge and hear the verdict of whether or not I’m insane.

			I don’t recall, looking back at the next morning in the context of other mornings of my life, ever being so nervous. I was nervous to take my driver’s test. I was nervous to take my board exams and become a psychologist.6 I’ve been nervous for various job interviews through the years. I was nervous waking up and heading off to my first psychiatric assessment. But never in my life have I been as nervous as I was that morning at sixteen.

			I dress quickly, choosing clothes I don’t like because I don’t want my new cool stuff to be associated with such an awful day. I try to eat some cereal but end up creating a pile of mush in my bowl as I move my spoon around and around in the white abyss of disintegrating Frosted Flakes. I don’t say much to either of my parents, but by now, that’s nothing new. I’m pretty good at masking my depression, as I previously masked my hypomania, to prevent burdening them with the care of my feelings.

			I walk out the door at the usual time with my keys, wallet, bus pass, backpack, and assorted mental murmurings about my many and varied inadequacies. I know that by going to see the counsellor and reporting what I’m about to report, I am effectively pushing our nice, quiet little family life off a cliff. I feel like an executioner. How much tidier it would be to kill myself than to do away with my whole family’s self-image.

			A word here about my parents. They had me later in life after many struggles with infertility and several miscarriages. Less by intention than by cruel fate, I’m their only child. Somehow the unspoken covenant between us came to be that I would fulfill all of their unmet needs in one neat little package, and in return, they would protect me from the world. But what neither party understood back then was that I didn’t need protection from the world; I needed protection from myself. As far back as I can remember, I ran to extremes. Anything I felt, I felt full-on. I cried over spiders plucked from the kitchen counter and squashed in a tissue rather than released into the wild. Earning anything less than a perfect mark on a test brought still more tears. When I was angry, I destroyed things I loved and kicked dents in the clean white walls of our house. And the steady thrum of ocean waves against the shore brought me such a sense of joy that it expressed itself as tears of anguish for the impermanence of the moment.

			Moving through the world with the symptoms of a major mood disorder was not a piece the family puzzle could accommodate. The intensity of those feelings and those dark tears and that level of euphoric noise were simply not part of the covenant. I was too big for the space assigned to me, and I tried everything I could to fit into that space. When I couldn’t, I assumed the problem was with me rather than the space itself.

			A second word here about my parents, particularly my father. He was no stranger to mercurial moods himself, shifting from deep lows in which all the lights in the house were turned off as he sat as if carved from stone in the recliner none of us were allowed to touch, to sudden expansive bursts of joy in which his infectious laugh and prodigious speech rang through the house like a syncopated melody. He once impulsively bought me several boxes of five hundred coloured paperclips on the premise that, in his words, “You can do a lot with paperclips.” At times possessed by a fitful, restless energy, he biked for hours through the city, roving over terra incognita and then recounting his adventures at dinner in funny voices that made us laugh. Sometimes he would quote himself on paper, writing down whatever brilliant thought he had, and signing his name on the premise that someday, when he was famous, these paper scraps attesting to his brilliance would be worth an infinite sum of money. Yet at other times, he turned boxes of crackers and bags of chips into personal mortar, never moving, grousing about the ways in which he was certain that no one liked him, about the ways in which the universe continued to let him down. And his anger, when it was unleashed, felt like the Hoover Dam giving way. He once broke the front door in a fit of rage; another time, he threatened to cut my legs off for walking too loudly up the staircase. I have gone back and forth over the years about whether he too had some form of bipolar illness, and I’m inclined to suspect that he did.7

			What I do know, looking back, is that he was very abusive. It was never physical, but the layers of guilt and shame, the questioning of what really happened and the insinuation that the other party was crazy, the sudden explosions of anger and the destruction of property, the way he would berate my mother or me for small mistakes, his tirades lasting hours at a time, all pointed to a man who couldn’t control his own emotions, who was at risk of drowning in them, and who, rather than build a dam, simply unleashed them on those he claimed to love, becoming caught up himself in their strong current and allowing them to pull us all under again and again.

			I stopped communicating with my father midway through graduate school, when I was twenty-nine and finally felt I had sufficient professional language to describe to myself what he was doing and why it was harmful. I feel compassion for him, but I have never once regretted this choice. I wish, looking back, that I had done more to protect the little girl I was from the endless punishment inflicted upon her for the sin of having normal emotions. I wish I had found a way to tell her that she wasn’t the problem. In some ways, the rest of my life, and especially my life as a therapist and as a parent, became about doing that work.

			At sixteen, boarding the high school bus that fateful October morning, I am unable to express the reasons for my anxiety about going to the school counsellor with my suicidal thoughts from the same vantage point of clarity that I now occupy. All I know as I walk into the school is that I’m in danger, that what I’m about to do somehow goes against the family covenant, that I’m about to unleash the weight of my parents’ reactions upon myself as never before. The guilt I feel—the shame I feel—both for getting into trouble and for burdening them, especially my father, with the care of my feelings, is like a boulder compressing my abdomen. I have never wished so much that I could simply stop breathing.

			Allison and I meet as agreed outside the counsellor’s office. We go in. We each take a chair in front of her massive desk. The counsellor is a middle-aged woman with wispy yellow hair and a kind, lined face. I’ve never seen her before, and I have the odd passing thought that she’s a vampire who simply doesn’t emerge into the hallways during the normal school day.

			She turns away from her computer monitor and smiles at us. She’s wearing a stylish blue dress with some kind of chunky bright jewellery, and it strikes me that her outfit is starkly incongruous with what we’re about to discuss. Shouldn’t she wear black on days she counsels suicidal students? I wonder. And then, unbidden, comes the thought, Then she’d never stop wearing black. I find this somehow comforting, as if I’m not the only one to sit in that particular seat with that particular unwashed hair and that particular set of self-destruct machinery. As if I’m not the only one to have considered calling it quits. My hands, clutching my backpack straps at knee level, loosen just slightly.

			The voices of Allison and the counsellor have been tiptoeing around the cacophony of my thoughts. I can’t hear what they say over the slamming of my heart, but I snap back to attention when Allison says something about suicide. She makes it clear that, while this is concerning, her greater worry is actually my increasing fluctuations in mood. “I think she has, like, manic depression or something,” she says.

			There. There it is. Named for the first time out loud. Called out for what it is, as something more sinister than the innocent nebulousness of a “chemical imbalance.” It’s been given a name, a label. Something medical, like diabetes or heart disease. It’s been made real. A problem of my mind, certainly, but real. Real in the same way that a pulse living in the body and felt through the skin is a story of what lies beneath the surface.

			It’s not the first time I have casually wondered whether I have manic-depressive illness—or bipolar disorder, as I would later learn to call it. Where I first heard the term, I don’t know, only that when I heard it, my initial response was something along the lines of, “Oh, big ups and downs. That’s what I have. Cool.” I felt no great allegiance with, or vitriol towards, the term or the idea that I might have the condition it described. It simply felt like a fact—the way I knew without having to think about it that two plus two equals four, that we live in a universe where gravity exists, that the moon tugging on the ocean creates the tides on the beach. It just was. I just was.

			I had felt the awareness of this thing that the counsellor now gently explains is called bipolar disorder thrumming through my veins earlier in the fall as I raced my pointless miles around the school. I had felt it as I dropped in slow motion from the airborne heights of an electrical blaze down six feet under into the tomb of depression. I could feel it now, sitting in the counsellor’s office, combing back through other moments when some larger force caused the earth to shift under my feet. The time in grade nine when I cut up most of my shirts with the plan to re-sew them in new patterns and make my own clothes (never mind that I had almost failed sewing class two years before and could barely thread a needle). The time in grade three when I simply stopped showering, simply stopped changing my clothes, and went around for days hanging my head with the cruel consciousness that I didn’t deserve the very water I needed to scrub the dirt from my skin. So many times I had felt the illness awaken within my body without giving myself permission to call it out. Now, finally, I am sitting in an office where the word is used unabashedly, matter-of-factly, and with no suggestion that it marks a personal failing or undue burden. It simply is. For a moment, I feel a lick of hope.

			And then. The counsellor has heard everything she needs to hear from Allison. She shifts in her chair to look at me, shrugging off her white cardigan because the weather has shifted, once again, to an improbable late-fall heat wave. “What do you think about this, Jenny? Do you agree with what Allison has been sharing?”

			I can see very clearly that there are two pieces to what Allison has been sharing. The first is that I’m depressed and vaguely suicidal. The second is that I likely have a mental disorder. Both things feel true to me … and yet. And yet. To own them both would be to admit that I need help. And to admit that I need help would be to disappoint my parents. What I really feel I need, in this moment, is to confirm that Allison is right, but also to receive a promise that we can address these issues—just the three of us in that tiny, too-warm cinderblock office—without involving my parents.

			I nod. “But I don’t want my parents to know,” I say.

			The counsellor nods. She looks briefly concerned, then sad. Looking back now and having been many times since then in her shoes, I can see that she did the best she could.

			Her job is to keep me safe. Bottom line. If the collateral damage of her decision to report is relational fallout in my family, that can be dealt with later. First, safety. She empathizes with me. She tries to get me to see that my parents won’t be mad; they will just be concerned and relieved that I’m all right.

			I cry. I can’t find the words for this at the time, but now I know that it wasn’t emotionally safe for me to fall apart in front of my parents, not just with my father with his volatile temper, but also with my mother and her fervent efforts to hold everything together. I had long ago accepted the terms of our covenant: to get good grades, to be funny and cheerful, to keep my emotions under wraps, to not worry or burden them, and, first and foremost, to not be crazy. The utter hatred I feel for myself in this moment—for being a literally crazy manic-depressive—is visceral, bitter, and intense. It slams into my body like an Amtrack train run suddenly run off the rails. Like jagged iron, it enters my cells; like acrid smoke, it clogs my lungs. Like twisted metal, it slashes my sense of my own ability to keep myself safe. Like a wrecked train car with the top sheered off, I am ripped wide open.

			I don’t know it until Allison points it out later, but I sit in my chair in the office, smelling a mixture of leftover coffee and ammonia bleach, clutching the straps of my backpack, rocking back and forth and chanting, “No no no no no no” like a stuck record. I can see that all I have worked over the years to protect is about to be taken from me. I have a palpable sense of keeping vigil at my own deathbed.

			The counsellor is kind but firm. She insists on notifying my parents. She asks me who I would rather she talk to, and I tell her my mother. She dials the number. This is in the days before cell phones. My mother is at work, teaching, at her own school. I imagine the phone number tapping through the lines over our heads, then reaching down through some invisible electrical force and translating itself into a ring tone. For some reason, the image of hypomania slides into my battered mind. The counsellor had used the term a moment ago, explaining that bipolar disorder, formerly called manic depression, is a condition characterized by swings back and forth from hypomanic or manic highs and depressive lows.8 For the first time, I let myself consider that hypomania is a word that describes my own experience. It, too, is just electricity. Just part of nature. Perhaps I need not carry quite so much distress over what had felt, essentially, like forked lightning licking at own my collarbone rather than where I had so often seen it—biding its time at the edges of the prairie sky.

			But then comes the crash of thunder. I can barely hear the counsellor’s voice, on low, murmuring about “thoughts of suicide,” “extreme highs and lows in moods that might indicate manic depression or bipolar disorder,” “needs to see a doctor or go to Children’s Hospital for observation,” “needs ongoing counselling.” Looking back now as a therapist myself, I feel like everything she said was true and necessary, and the way in which she said it was kind, calm, and direct. At the time, I sat frozen, hearing nothing from the other end of the line. To this day, I have no idea what my mother did as she received this verbal onslaught over the phone. I think it likely that she took notes, being, as ever, organized and clear-minded. As a parent, I can’t imagine the level of grief and worry flooding my body upon hearing such terrifying news about my own child. With the wisdom of experience, it feels very much like a life-on-the-line moment—not so much because of the suicidal part, but because of the depth of what was revealed and how it could dictate the rest of that child’s life. I have an image as I write this—from my vantage point of both therapist and mother—of Robert Frost’s two roads diverging in a yellow wood. One leads to help, grace, and redemption. The other leads to sorrow, decades of misplaced guilt, and self-abandonment almost impossible to overcome.

			It won’t surprise the reader that, in my family, where feelings were taboo and a major mood disorder was simply not allowed to exist, we chose the latter road. It was a road I walked on until, almost twenty years from that October day, a psychiatrist gently invited me to consider that the anger I had never been allowed to express towards my family for forcing me onto this path was instead showing up as rage turned against myself and was sitting within me as shame and suicidal depression. My work since that day has been in slithering out from the enormous weight of self-hatred that was unleashed in the counsellor’s office—and to which I assiduously, if unconsciously, added for decades.

			The rest of that October day is a blur. I remember little of talking on the phone with my mother, other than the vague recollection of saying, “I’m sorry” again and again. I remember going to classes and being unable to concentrate, only now it was more from anxiety about what was going to happen when I got home than from the depression that had plagued me over the past several weeks. I think it was an early dismissal day, and I left school around noon. I think I rode the bus home alone because Allison, who had successfully passed the baton for keeping me alive onto the grown-ups, had left early for a dentist appointment. I think our neighbour was away and I had been assigned the task of walking his dog, a large and recalcitrant Husky. I recall stepping out into the mid-afternoon sunshine and feeling an unaccustomed dry heat pressing down on me like a towel fresh from the dryer. I remember the wind blowing my short hair—hair dark now but still bearing traces of sandy blonde as an improbable souvenir of the summer—as I scrambled around the block with the dog, trying to reassure myself that it was OK, that I was OK, that I had done the right thing in asking for help, that all I would get is help, that there would be no blame-filled conversation.

			I watch the final golden leaves being ripped from the tree branches and sailing away to destinations unknown. I remember earlier, simpler trips around the block to collect caterpillars or make the longest sidewalk chalk line in the world. The taste of nostalgia sticks in my throat along with the yeasty taste of decomposing leaves. Two worlds—one sweet and one slowly breaking down—collide within my consciousness, with me at the centre of their negotiation.

			I’m sitting at the kitchen table attempting to do math homework when my mother comes home earlier than usual. She must have wondered that day whether she’d find me alive at the table doing algebra, as she usually did, or unconscious in the bathroom, surrounded by empty pill bottles.

			She enters the kitchen holding a tiny scrap of a yellow Post-it note. Her hand is shaking. She doesn’t read from the note, though I assume it was written when she spoke with the counsellor on the phone. She hasn’t removed her coat, and it envelopes her like a suit of armour. She doesn’t know what she’s walking into, but she’s ready. “Let’s talk,” she says.

			And I try. I really do. But I struggle to find the words to say, “I feel really depressed right now. I want to kill myself but I don’t want to hurt you. I need help.” Instead, I do what I always do. I downplay it. I assure my mother that the counsellor has it wrong, that Allison has exaggerated, that I am not suicidal, have never been suicidal. That all is well. Slowly her hand loosens its hold on the yellow sticky note.

			The one area I can’t lie about, though, is the manic depression issue. I tell her that I think I have it. “But you can’t!” she responds automatically. “My colleague’s husband is a manic-depressive, and boy, is he sick!” But I don’t back down. In a gesture of self-respect unusual for the time in both its ferocity and steadfastness, I ask to be taken to see our family doctor. After some debate, she agrees.

			And then comes the worry about involving my father. “Couldn’t we keep this just between us? Does he really need to know? I don’t want to get in trouble,” come my words. She shakes her head, removing her coat at last and laying the yellow sticky note on the table. She’s ready to lay it out for him, the man who repeatedly terrorizes us both, the man it will take her another dozen years to leave.

			When he comes home, he’s in one of his buoyant moods: effervescent, happy
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