
The Stranger in My House

How to Reconnect to Your Child 

with Mental Illness

––––––––

Corrie Corrigan



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      THE STRANGER IN MY HOUSE: HOW TO RECONNECT TO YOUR CHILD WITH MENTAL ILLNESS

    

    
      First edition. November 8, 2018.

      Copyright © 2018 Corrie Corrigan.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1999218997

    

    
    
      Written by Corrie Corrigan.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

The Stranger in My House: How to Reconnect to Your Child with Mental Illness

Introduction

Chapter 1: This Isn’t Normal, Is It?

Chapter 2: How Did We Get Here?

Chapter 3: How This Book Will Help You

Chapter 4: The Elusive Diagnosis

Chapter 5: When Behaviour Is a Choice

Chapter 6: He’s in There Somewhere

Chapter 7: Changing Your Words and Reactions

Chapter 8: Stepping Out of Isolation

Chapter 9: Your Stories Are in Play

Chapter 10: Filling Your Cup

Chapter 11: Your Other Child

Conclusion

Acknowledgements

About the Author

Thank You

This book is dedicated to my family with love:

My children, Zachary and Codi,

My parents, Catherine, John Bill, and John Corrigan,

And my siblings, John, Jessica, and David Corrigan.

I couldn’t imagine getting through all of this without any of you! I am and will always be eternally grateful for all of you.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Introduction 
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It all started for me the day I got a phone call at work from a family friend, telling me my son Codi had seriously cut himself and was bleeding profusely. He’d cut himself before, but the result had been shallow wounds intended, not to end his life, but to mask the internal pain he felt. This time, however, was different. This was further than he’d ever gone, and he was terrified. 

I panicked. Nothing else existed around me. It was exactly like you see in the movies: people were talking, but I couldn’t make out what they were saying. Everything seemed to be happening in slow motion. My heart was racing, and my eyes filled with tears. Instantly, my whole world fell apart. 

The voice on the other end of the phone suddenly came into clarity. He was telling me that he was with Codi and that he was going to deal with the situation and make sure Codi was okay. I asked for Codi to be brought to me. I needed to see my son, to see that he was going to be alright. I was feeling all sorts of things in this moment: fear, panic, anger, sadness, and then, abruptly, the need to be sick. 

You see, less than 24 hours before, Codi had been released from the hospital where he’d been admitted for a 72-hour assessment called a Form 1 here in Canada. He’d been cleared because they’d decided he wasn’t a danger to himself or anyone else.

Over the years, I’d kept telling myself that if I could just get a psychological assessment for Codi and could figure out exactly what was going on and what he needed, everything would be fine. The night when the police had taken Codi to the hospital and had him admitted on a Form 1, I was actually hopeful this would be exactly what I needed to help my son. But once he was released from the hospital, I felt flattened by disappointment. We’d gotten no answers, just a dismissal. Everything I’d set myself up to hope for was shattered. 

Then, not even a day later, Codi had cut himself.  I knew in my heart I couldn’t take him back to the hospital. For what? To tell them they were wrong? He wasn’t ready to come home yet? He had already figured out exactly what to say to get released. In that moment I felt that, if I sent him back, he would just get out and attempt suicide again - only the next time, I wouldn’t be getting a call for help. The next time, I would be burying my son. In that moment, I had the realization that Codi and I were on our own. It was going to be the two of us, finding a way out of this together.

I’d felt this panic before. I’d even been in this situation before – the first time, horribly, by getting a suicidal text message from Codi. Then, as now, the thought of losing my son, of having to move on without one of my children, played over and over in my head. It felt like the worst possible thought in the whole world. 

Even though this was hideously familiar, it also felt different, like this might be my last chance to save my son. Deep down inside, I knew that this time, I needed to pull back from everything else and focus on making sure that Codi knew he was loved and that his life was his to live any way he wanted. He needed to see that he could be happy and healthy and that all he had to do was believe it and choose it. I had to have the strength of my convictions because I knew Codi did not. At this point, he wasn’t even sure he wanted to live. 

And so this became my challenge over the course of the next year: making sure that my son could see that life was worth living, that his life was more significant than all the pain and suffering he felt, and that he was loved more than he could even imagine. The stakes were high. This was Codi’s third suicide attempt, and I was deeply scared that next time, if there were a next time, I would be planning his funeral. 

My son is mentally ill. At that time, he was 16 years old, and we didn’t yet have a clear diagnosis. But I knew that I needed to help him understand that, whatever was wrong, he was stronger than his demons. I wanted him to see that I was willing to fight for him and that he was worth fighting for, no matter what I might have to sacrifice. 

Up until this point, I’d spent a lot of time berating myself. I’d put in many long days and many sleepless nights worrying about where I’d gone wrong. What had I done? What had I not done? What had I done that I could have done some other way? I played different times of my son’s life over and over and blamed myself for everything I could possibly think of. If I had done this or that differently, would my son be different? Would he be happy? Would he have tried to kill himself several times?

Shortly after the call that day, I took a leave of absence from work. I was determined to figure out how I could help Codi. Every time I came up with a new idea, I tried it in the hopes of changing the way my son thought about the value of his life. For small periods of time, each new thing seemed to work – but then we would always seem to end up back at the same point of tension and despair. I felt like I was failing my son. 

And that’s how it went over the next year of our lives. I tried things and I failed, over and over again. One day I made a decision, and I tried something different, something completely unlike anything I’d tried up until then. I look back now and realize that it was on that day that I stopped failing and started to succeed. That day made all the previous failed attempts worth it. That day became the beginning of a new way of life for both me and my son, and the beginning of a better relationship between us. That decision was the beginning of what I am going to share with you in this book, along with the tools that worked for me. And that became the foundation of the life and the relationship that Codi and I have today. 

I didn’t come to this alone, though I felt alone for a long time. During that long and difficult year, I was surrounded by my friends and family, but I always felt isolated. How could anyone understand what I was going through or what my life was like behind closed doors? But that day, when things started to turn around for me and my son, was the day I learned that there was someone out there, someone just like me who knew exactly what I was going through and exactly what I was feeling because she had gone through the exact same thing and found the way out. That someone became my coach, my mentor, and my light through the darkness. With her help, I was able to create a new life for Codi and me. 

And that’s when I realized how important it is for those of us whose children struggle with mental illness to share our journeys. I knew that if I could help just one person, to give one person hope or make one person realize that I share in their shame and pain, then my story was the story I needed to tell. 

I want you to know without a shadow of doubt that you, like me, are not alone. That once I was where you are right now, caught up in fear. That you are strong enough and that you have everything you need to create a fresh beginning for you and your child, just as I did with Codi. I stand before you as someone who made changes, who saw what once seemed hopeless turn around. You can do this too. 

Once I started down this road of discovery in the world of mental illness, I became so aware of how many others were out there struggling, just like me and you. Others who feel, as I did and as you do, that they are alone in a system that constantly lets them down, leaving them with nowhere to turn. I want to tell them what I want to tell you: that I have found a way out, a way that works for both my son and for me. I want to share, with you and with the rest of the world, the successful strategies I’ve tried, tested, and use to this day.  

I understand that it might be hard at this point to believe that anything will really help. You’ve become discouraged by a flawed system that fails so many. You’ve lost hope when each new person you think might be able to help you and your child instead passes you along to someone else because they don’t know what to do or insist that your child isn’t “that bad.” You take a day off or schedule an appointment for your child, and then a day of war breaks out in your home because your child refuses to attend the appointment. Each new person or department or referral explaining how they wish they could help you, but the waiting list is so long with people “who actually want help.” I can’t even count the amount of times I waited for a referral for months only to go on a waiting list for months and then be told that I needed “to see someone else.” 

I did find a doctor at McMaster Hospital who was fantastic. That was helpful. That made me feel like someone was listening to both Codi and me. We went a couple times. Codi was opening up. We were trying different medications to see what was working or not. And then one day, Codi decided he wasn’t going anymore. We fought, and I tried to reason with him and get him to take his medication and be at the appointments and tried to get him to see that maybe this was the answer. He refused time and time again. Eventually the doctor had to remove Codi from the list. How do you explain that your child changes their behaviour minute by minute? Making an appointment is great for the office, but not for your child. Your child needs somewhere you can go at the drop of a hat. When they decide right now is the time they want to talk, or want help, or need to open up, the last thing you need is an appointment six months away. 

It would be beyond gratifying to change the system, or at least make mental health professionals recognize the gaps so many families fall through when a diagnosis is unknown or unclear, or when an older child refuses treatment altogether. I know through personal experience how much it helps to be able to see that you can actually have a happier, healthier relationship with your child, to have hope at a time when hope seems like a thing of the past. 

That’s why I’m sharing my experience, my pain, and my way out. That’s why I knew I needed to write this book – for you and every parent who needs to read it.

In the following chapters, you will learn what I did, use the exercises attached to each chapter, and work toward discovering your child again. The child you know is still in there somewhere, just waiting to be found and loved. Let’s find them together. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 1: This Isn’t Normal, Is It?
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You’re likely just where I and most of my clients started: lying awake at night and wondering whether this is just a stage your child is going through or something more serious. It feels big to you, but nobody else seems to notice – or if they do, they don’t seem to be concerned about it. 

Your family seems to be dismissing it as “just a phase” or even implying that it’s your fault because you’re raising your child on your own. Your babysitter is noticing your child is different, so you’ve had lengthy discussions about whether something’s up due to lack of sleep, more sugar than usual, or maybe your child’s reaction to the weekend they just spent with their dad. Teachers send notes more often, the calls from the school are becoming more frequent, and now you’re being asked to either come pick up your child or keep them home for the next day or two. 

But no matter how many people notice the changes, no one seems all that alarmed about them except you. So you try to push the anxiety out of your mind and go on with life as usual. Still, there’s this nagging feeling you can’t seem to shake. No matter how hard you try to convince yourself that everything is okay and things will return to normal, you still find yourself lying awake, wondering and worrying about your child.

One of my clients Sarah
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