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My grandmother, Harriette Conroy, a fellow writer and poet.  You live on in the words I write and, in my heart, always. 

My cherished friend, Michael Griggs, a true warrior who taught me how to endure, how to keep the darkness away.  I honor you.
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I was diagnosed with fibromyalgia and intractable vertigo seven years ago after a year-long search for answers.  During this time, I underwent many tests and spoke with many specialists.  No one knew what was wrong, but I knew.  I knew it wasn't just in my head.  I wouldn't stop until I got answers.

Little did I know that everything tied together: the inexplicable pain in my joints as a teenager; the stomach problems in my early 20s; the migraines I started having at age 18; the panic disorder and depression that I suffered with for most of my life; my sensitivities to medication and anesthesia; and lastly, the vertigo I'd experienced going as far back as high school, but I'd remember that later.  Getting validation was the first step on a long journey to find myself again.  

A lot of people can't tell because fibro is largely an "invisible" illness.  You look healthy, so everyone assumes you are.  They don't look beyond what they can see.

After my diagnosis, life truly changed for me.  I want to stress that it wasn't a death sentence.  I had trouble managing it at first because I didn't know what my limits were.  I was constantly experimenting.  I was constantly trying to live my old life prior to my diagnosis.  Trouble was, I couldn't.  I'd changed.  My body had changed.  Things weren't better; they were worse.  Some days I spent in bed because of the severe pain and fatigue.  Sometimes the pain would bring me to tears.  I was severely depressed.  At the time, I was working two jobs, was married, had a house.  It wasn't easy.  But over time, I learned what I could do comfortably and what would set off a flare.  And anything could: weather changes, physical activity, illness, stress.... things you wouldn't think would cause flares.  Some things surprised me.  But little by little, I figured it out.

To this day, I'm nearly 100 percent pain-free.  I still have bad days, but I have far fewer now.  I still have to watch my activity levels, but my flares are less severe.  I still can't shake the fatigue, but with sleep medication it is manageable.

Remember that anything is manageable if you try.

In closing, I just want to remind anyone reading this who has fibro to never give up.  You can live a full, happy life if you are careful and listen to your body.  It's not the end of your life, but a new beginning.  Change.  But sometimes it's for the better.  When I was diagnosed, I realized that I needed to cut back on my activities so I could focus on the most important things.  And that's why I consider fibro a gift: it made me re-evaluate everything, toss away that which didn't matter.

Lastly, I wrote this chapbook to put the word out about this condition.  I want people to know that it exists, that we exist.  I want to let people who don't have fibro to know what it's like, what we have to go through.  I want them to understand.  It's not just a word that doctors toss around.  It's real.  We are real.

Never forget.

If anyone would like to contact me, to talk or to give me feedback, you can e-mail me at ericon_22@hotmail.com. For more information about me or my writing, visit my website at http://www.erinzarro.com.
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1. Betrayal

My body, you betray me.

My soul sits in its chrysalis: 

my shell, my protector.

You shake. You sleep, 

swim deep in REM. You fly into vivid dreams, and somersault through journeys unknown.

You drop me into your world. Your shadows consume me.

My voice gets lost in the debris.  

Has your shell been broken, your internal parts worn? 

Do you have a short circuit, a gaping hole, a half-life?

There are no replacement parts for this malady.

Just pill after pill, 

chemicals to bring my cosmos back into alignment.

2. Random 

Sleeping in your chrysalis, you'd rather hibernate — 

pull in your wings and forget the world, 

the defect in your brain.

"Random discharges in the brain," they say. 

I have no voice, no clean perceptions.  

Lobotomized, silenced by the bell.

My soul has abandoned ship.

Sleep is my opponent in this game.

I match wits with an enemy I can't see or hear.

I can only feel it as it slowly eats me, 

cell by cell, neuron by neuron.

Dreams knock at your door, and you let them in.  

You let them take me over. Cold silence slithers through

me as I am locked in this shell. Synapses fire out of control.
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3. "Lifelong medication" 

Pills promise magic, but my brain is still flawed.

You betray me with your glassy eyes,

your life of vertigo.

You betray me with promises of creativity,

but never deliver. You promise me freedom

but feed me chemicals.

My voice pushes through the noise.  
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I tiptoe upside down 

on the tightrope

of life.
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MOTIONLESS
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Motionless: the process, power, or manner of not moving. Non-movement.
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Blinded, I feel around the darkness for my missing parts.

Senses dulled. Not sure of my target. It is concealed within the folds of my brain. The neuron that is responsible 

for this mistake, this defect.

It was shed from this spinning body.  Jettisoned,

useless. Equilibrium is a rare commodity. 

I watch the world from a fish-eye lens. 

I imagine it is stationary. 

I erase all references to Earth and its orbit.

Order is my challenge; to still my world of motion.

For an hour, a minute, a nanosecond.

I teach my brain new things every day.  

Today's new thing is denial.  

I crawl around inside my mind,

reprogramming its signals.  

I want to stand still and watch my world with a passive eye.  

And know without a doubt 

that it spins without me.
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SPINNING
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They say we are adaptable creatures.

We change to fit our given environment.

Only the strongest survive.

But what if you could change your environment to fit you and your perceptions? 

I remember

trying to balance on a mini-trampoline 

on one leg —  

I wiggled, I shook, I fell.

My mind, spinning like a top,

hovered above my body, the connection jumbled — 

I threw the ball, 

and watched it jump back into my waiting hands.

Focus on the ball, I told myself.

Ignore that spinning, 

those impulses gone awry.

Keep your eyes on the ball.

Everything else falls away.

I learned, over time, how to hold my body

straight like a ballet dancer about to pirouette – 

head up, eyes focused on the non-movement.

I learned to lessen the leg-shake

by pretending to be still. Be still.
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I learned how much pressure, how much force to bring it back to me, effortless.  

Eyesfocused, oneplace, everythingstops.

The only thing I didn't learn

was how much focus takes away the spinning — 

that perfect equation, without a perfect, clear

unmistakable answer.

The adaptation process isn't predictable,

nor does it come with a money-back guarantee.

It comes with a bonus, however, called hope.

For brief moments between throws, 

while the ball hung in time 

only then

I stopped spinning.
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RAINBOWS
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I can't remember walking across the ground

and not feeling the Earth move,

taking me along with it — 

a raven caught 

in a helpless flight downward

a bittersweet thundercloud

shading the sunlight of my days.

How I wish to remember that past existence

that shadow of myself

but it disappears when I look for it,

elusive and deceptive.

It is no longer me.

I sense the world leaving me behind

chained to my whirlwind of days

one day at a time, I say,

no more looking to the future,

the rainbows that dissolve

like fog on glass.

What stands in front of me

is a tangle of memories,

voices fading like sunset,

colors changing from vibrant to gray — 

Voices of the person I used to be

memories I wish to capture

for a moment, a shattered raindrop

of normalcy,

a world that doesn't move

and pull me along with it.
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