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Preface
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For over forty years, I have been seriously challenged by a mental illness.  After about seven of those years, I began to gradually find my way.  I have written a number of books about my experiences that I have quoted in The End Justifies the Pain, but I have also written poems, short stories, and several young adult fantasy novels.

Several years ago, I began doing presentations for NAMI of DuPage (The National Alliance on Mental Illness), and during that time I gave about four hundred presentations.  The presentations include a wide variety of audiences: hospitals, nursing schools, police departments and university students.  In addition to formal presentations, I am consistently asked about my experiences by relatives and acquaintances.  Some people talk to me about their “friends” that are having difficulties.

Because of the continuing interest in my ideas, I decided to better communicate my thoughts and to larger audience.  To be honest, sharing my challenges with others has been some of the most meaningful experiences of my life. One of the main objectives of this book collection, The End Justifies the Pain is to give something back for all the mental health professionals, relatives, and friends who have been so vital to my learning to live with my bipolar disorder.  Finally, I’d like to thank my wife, Donna, and my older brother Bernie, not only for their hard work and support in creating this book, but also for their inspiration and support over a lifetime.
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​Introduction
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As the title The End Justifies the Pain suggests, the following pages assert that mental illness can be very difficult to diagnose and yet, at the same time can lead to a unique form of awareness that transcends the limitations of simply “treading water.”  Like the Phoenix recreating itself from the ashes, an individual struggling with a serious mental illness can overcome the many obstacles that limit substantive potential and purpose.

As an individual with a diagnosis of bipolar disorder, I have spent most of my life coping with an illness that is very difficult to identify and often extremely challenging to manage.  For me, and millions of others, this illness continues to defy any comprehensive explanation, and for most of us; recovery can be a lifelong process.  Even as medications continue to improve making life better for many, the illness itself has no known cure.  This dilemma has left many of us who cope with bipolar disorder feeling healthy enough to function, but still sick enough to face recurring symptoms.  Over the years, we have undergone any number of treatments in hospitals and other mental health settings seeking relief and the promise of long-term recovery.  With the vital help of mental health professionals, family, friends and our own perseverance, many of us have diligently worked for a chance to live a life of purpose with a renewed sense of inner strength and courage.

In the following pages I will describe some of my personal experiences and a number of concepts that have made a normal life possible for me.  In addition, I will share some creative stories and poems that reflect my thoughts and feelings as I have matured.  

The major story in the first chapter is an autobiography. It represents a factual and truthful experience of my early years.  These experiences are sometimes embarrassing; however, I believe telling the truth is a more accurate and useful way to describe them.

I also suspect these experiences show how important it has been for me to develop a sense of self-discipline.  This includes developing an authentic sense of self-esteem and discovering realistic attitudes in terms of work routines, and medications.  Essentially, writing has helped me clarify my impressions and experiences, so I can better integrate them into my life.

These various ideas and feelings that I have come to trust are the things that have worked for me over many years.  These concepts and attitudes are now a kind of internal structure that helps me in day-to-day living.  They also have proven invaluable in my relationships with others.

In the next three chapters are a lengthy discussion about medications, coping skills, and creativity as seen through the eyes of an individual with bipolar disorder.  These chapters attempt to discuss, in some detail, my personal perspective on long-term recovery, and my belief in the power of creativity.  These chapters can be approached as a kind of reading smorgasbord.  If readers find some ideas useful, but others, not so much, I encourage them to investigate the appropriate concepts throughout the section.  At the end of each chapter is a summary that reviews each section, and includes additional ideas and activities.

The fifth chapter contains two short stories called, “Uriel Fox and the Nursing Home Tragedy” and “The Secret Suffering of the Mentally Ill.”  Both stories are true, in fact, with some added creative influences to make them more accessible.  Although these experiences occurred a long time ago, both are essentially accurate historical accounts that still point out the struggle of those of us with a mental illness.  I also suspect that some experiences still exist that are similar to the ones in these stories.

The poems in the final chapter are my most personal writings reflecting on my own thoughts and feelings at any given time.  While highly subjective, they represent some general emotions and understanding of individuals with bipolar disorder.  Some of these ideas in the poems have evolved over time, but most of them reflect my personal struggle over the years.
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​​Chapter 1 : MEMOIRS
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Ridgeway Hospital

In some ways, this isn’t a story about me at all.  Instead, it’s the story of an old friend of mine, who has stayed with me like a half-forgotten memory over the years.  He’s a good companion in a lot of ways, and he has helped me through some very difficult times.  But truth be told, he has a little of the rebel in him.  He’s unpredictable, sometimes surly, and generally has the knack for making people feel uncomfortable.  Whether he has changed over the last few years and turned some corner in his life, I can’t say.  But fond memories often drift through my mind whenever I remember our time together.

Yet, despite our friendship, I’ve often tried to “ditch” him because he continually seems to get me into some kind of trouble.  After a while, he crosses some line or breaks some rule, and then, inevitably, a crisis erupts.  So, eventually, I always desert him and find my own way.  By moving around and leaving no forwarding address, my deepest hope has been for him to leave me alone.

But no matter how often I try to deceive him, he almost always appears at my front door complaining bitterly about my lack of gratitude for his many years of loyal friendship.  So, after a few moments of awkward silence, I have always ended up apologizing, and we then usually rummage through the past and slug down martinis.

Now you see, once again I’ve ditched him, and he seems to be gone for good.  His name is Robert Porter, but I just call him Bob.  My name is John.

Of course, there is really no way of telling Bob’s story without telling my own because we often worked, played, and struggled as one.  Over the years, whenever we were together, we worked at a lot of minimum wage jobs that were often nasty and tedious.  Perhaps that was one of the reasons we got into so much trouble during those years.  The drudgery of factory work and the constant demands of fast food restaurant customers made it hard to stay sober for long.

Still, there was one kind of trouble that Bob and I just couldn’t seem to avoid.  Any time we hung out together, Bob almost always ended up with mental health issues.  Throughout our relationship, I watched him become ill repeatedly, and he often dragged me down with him.  Because of this unstable situation, we were often forced to live in temporary placements as we coped with the day-to-day problems of living.

Yet, in these same unconventional circumstances, Bob and I often learned about the thoughts and feelings of others as well as our own.  Whenever we were with other patients and residents, we almost always learned something about life.

So, in some ways, Bob was also a kind of blessing for me as well.  He led me to people and places I would never have found without him.  So, this story is not just about Bob and me, it is also a story about those fellow sojourners who crossed our path.

The triggering event that set my whole story in motion was an acute appendicitis attack when I was twenty.  By the time I had surgery, I was in serious trouble.  I woke up in the recovery room with no complications, but the fear of death soon became an obsession.

Over the next few years, this fear of death began to spread through my consciousness and poison my relationships.  Every day brought only meaningless work and boredom.  At night, the loneliness and despair were as palpable as a foul breeze.  Before long I was severely depressed.

When I first met Bob, we were both patients at a private hospital called Ridgeway.  I was there for depression, and Bob was there for being completely incoherent.  When I first saw him, he was tied in a hospital bed with his thoughts racing so fast that his speech was wild and unintelligible.  But slowly, as I watched him over the next few days and nights, I heard him slow down his speech although the words were still crooked and broken.  After about a week, as my depression began to lift, I noticed Bob pacing around the unit.  I decided to follow him; I also decided to take a good look around.

Ridgeway Hospital was a modern facility with clean, bright hallways honeycombed with double occupancy rooms.  There was a dayroom that was also a dining room, several psychiatrists’ offices and both an art and group therapy room.  Adjoining the day room was the prominent nurses’ station, the central hub of the entire hospital unit. 

Patients wandered up to the chest high counter to take medications, find out about relatives, and often just to get attention.  Most of the patients at Ridgeway were a mix of alcoholics, the seriously mentally ill, and drug addicts, so the atmosphere was sometimes frightening with an odd combination of staff cheerfulness and patient despair.

As I mentioned, Bob did get better by degrees at the hospital, and we soon became friends.  Whenever we could, we met for meals and chatted during the day.  We also talked about finances and discussed the possibility of sharing an apartment.  It wasn’t long before I trusted him as a loyal companion.  Since I didn’t make friends easily anymore, I felt really encouraged.

Anyway, since we were “new,” we observed as much as we participated; but as Bob became more lucid, he also seemed more self-confident.  He was more eager than I was to get involved and before long, he was giving advice.  For example, at a morning group therapy session, he listened intently to a woman who was almost catatonic.

Somewhere, lodged within her struggling mind, she had come to believe that she had committed the Bible’s “unforgivable sin.”  The tangled rollers in her hair and her food-stained nightgown painted a portrait of fear and despair.  She really seemed to believe that she was going to hell.  Sadly, Bob couldn’t resist the temptation to talk to her about other relevant Bible passages suggesting that the woman could be helped.  Unfortunately, Bob’s enthusiasm sounded more like anger than compassion, so the group moved on.

Later, in the same group, Bob also engaged a heroin dealer in a heated discussion about the man’s future.  The man, who was taking methadone, told the group that he had decided to stop taking heroin himself, but would still sell it to others.  Bob responded with a kind of mini-lecture that nearly deteriorated into a fist fight.  For a time after that, Bob kept his opinions to himself.


Knife Fight

After the incidents in group, Bob was assigned many alternate activities that allowed him more freedom of expression.  Bob participated in art therapy, wrote stories on typing paper, and went on community outings.  As he became more coherent, we were both allowed more chances to become independent, and Bob seemed somewhat less argumentative.

But Bob was still sometimes quarrelsome with other patients and even staff.  In fact, whenever a challenging situation developed, he was usually right in the middle of it.  He didn’t seem to mind the unpredictability of the other patients and the intensity of chaotic situations.  So, while I spent much of my time reading through hospital magazines and comforting withdrawn patients who tried to hide in their rooms, Bob kept busy settling arguments, some of his own making. 

Whenever a patient needed to be escorted to his room for throwing a chair or pushing over a table, it was Bob who often witnessed the event.  If a patient tried to escape through the unit door when a staff member was leaving, Bob might suggest to him to “follow the rules.”  His assertive personality and careful attention to the behavior of others made him an unpredictable character, who was unable to see his own faults at times.

Not surprisingly, Bob often became energized by these tense, often unpredictable, situations.  He appeared to be genuinely inspired and exhilarated by participating in all kinds of intense situations.  And if Bob was overzealous sometimes, he usually had good intentions.  On balance, he probably did no real harm either.

As for me, because I wasn’t very ill, I was more intimidated and overwhelmed by these aggressive episodes.  It was the unexpected slamming of doors and frequent screaming matches that so jangled my nerves and drained my strength.  The day-to-day struggle to remain focused and balanced was often very difficult for me.  Although, after a while, I did become more confident and assertive, and Bob flourished.  While my self-confidence gradually improved, I still lacked Bob’s daring and impulsive nature.

Although Bob and I both benefited from our first hospital experience, after we returned to “the world,” it wasn’t long before we had our first major falling out, so to speak.  Some of the details are vague, but the basic facts are still clear in my mind.

It happened one night after work, while Bob and I were watching some boring TV soap opera repeat.  (It was the typical drama - same characters, same plot, same commercials, same dialogue, etc.)  I was really tired of watching it, so I turned the channel and suggested we had had enough reruns at Ridgeway.

Bob, however, must have taken my remark the wrong way.  He grabbed a knife from the coffee table and began taunting me with it, half-seriously.  When I jumped behind the couch, he tripped over the coffee table and accidentally stabbed himself in the chest.  He rolled over on his back and fainted.  I stood there stunned for a few moments, and then composed myself enough to dial 911.  The dispatcher instructed me not to move him and specifically told me not to pull out the knife.  When the ambulance arrived, the paramedics rushed Bob to the hospital, where, after surgery, he was recovering in intensive care.

Although Bob would completely recover, the damage to our relationship was not repairable.  He simply could not accept that he was responsible for the accident.  In fact, bizarre as it sounds, he blamed me for the entire incident and accused me of provoking him.  So, even though I was truly grateful that Bob was okay, the entire situation was so intense and frightening that I decided to “ditch” him completely and make a new start.  I thought that I would never see him again.  I thought we had parted for good.  But I was wrong.

​Driving Under An Influence

Having moved to an entirely different metropolitan area, I felt sure that Bob wouldn’t have any idea where to find me.  I covered my tracks pretty well, and began looking for work again.  I felt confident and optimistic as I walked toward the mega mall with my resume folded neatly in my coat pocket.

But as I was walking down the snowy sidewalk, a green Chevy Nova pulled over to the curb and someone inside asked me if I wanted a ride.  I opened the car door, and before I knew what was happening, I was in the car with Bob.

We were both stunned initially; I felt trapped and speechless.  But, then I was able to conjure up a hasty explanation about my disappearance, based on my sick aunt who had recently died.  At first, Bob seemed to believe me, but as we drove on, he began to find flaws in my “dead relative” alibi and got really angry.  He became disoriented and punched the gas pedal to the floor, racing through stop signs and ignoring traffic lights.  The car swerved all over the road nearly hitting other vehicles.

Before long an angry legion of police squad cars were pursuing us into the mega mall parking lot.  With one last acceleration, Bob rammed his Nova into a snow bank.  Then an officer immediately jumped out of his squad car, smashed Bob’s front window and dragged us both out of the car.  After we were handcuffed, I looked over at Bob and saw him muttering something about friends always betraying each other.  As we were driven to the police station, I was confused and very frightened.

When we were being fingerprinted at the front desk, I was too scared to explain myself properly.  The only excuse I could come up with centered on my being merely a hitchhiker looking for a ride to the mall.  The police, however, were not persuaded.  They didn’t believe that Bob and I were in the same car because of some odd set of coincidences.  Bob also eagerly supported the police version of events that stated we had been friends for many years, and that I had actually called Bob for a joyride.  Probably the police believed Bob, because it was the safest way to arrest both of us and so keep us both in custody.

During the entire interrogation process, Bob seemed oblivious to the situation.  He playfully joked with the officers, and they seemed less tense than earlier at the mall parking lot.  Of course, he ignored me completely, but I was so disoriented that I wasn’t interested in talking with anyone.

Later, as we were being unloaded at the acute ward of Elgin State Hospital, I felt a sinking feeling in my soul, that my hopes and dreams were slowly unraveling.


​Elgin State Hospital

The only reason Bob and I were in a locked ward at a state hospital instead of
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​Zeller State Hospital























​Monroe House





























​A Mystical Experience























​A Strange Quest For Fame



















​Kindred Spirits



















​Problems With Employment Practices



































​My Wife, Donna


















​California, Back, And Beyond

































​Helping Others
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