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  Foreword 

by Dr. Xavier Amador


Schizophrenia, schizoaffective and bipolar disorder are biological brain disorders. One half of all persons diagnosed with these disorders suffer from a symptom that leaves them unaware they are ill and at odds with most everyone that is trying to help them. If you didn’t think you had a disease, would you take medication for it? From the time he was first diagnosed with schizophrenia and for the next two decades, this is what my brother Henry experienced. He knew he was not ill and all of us that loved him were equally certain he was and desperately needed treatment. This unawareness symptom—called anosognosia—and my naive response to it—trying to educate Henry about an illness he was certain he did not have—led to seven years of conflict between two brothers who had always been close, respectful and trusting. 
Early in my career as a clinical psychologist, in the mid-1980‘s, I worked extensively evaluating neurological patients. I could not help but notice the similarities between the neurological syndrome called anosognosia (i.e., unawareness of deficits, symptoms, or signs of illness) and poor insight in persons with serious mental illness. Patients with anosognosia will frequently give strange reasons—what neurologists call confabulations—to explain any observations that contradict their beliefs that they are not ill. For example, one man I evaluated had been in a car accident and had suffered a serious brain injury, leaving him paralyzed on the left side of his body. When I asked him if he could raise his left arm, he said he could, but was unable to do so. Even though his arm lay motionless, he still believed he could raise it. When asked for an explanation he said, “You’ve done something to my arm, tied it down in some way.” Such was his certainty that nothing was changed and all was well with him. 
There is now abundant research that links severe and persistent unawareness of having schizophrenia, bipolar and related disorders to functional and structural abnormalities in the brain, usually involving frontal lobes. Some people, unfortunately, still believe that severe and persistent problems with insight are only a consequence of “denial” (i.e., a coping mechanism) despite scientific consensus to the contrary. When I was asked to co-chair the text revision of the “Schizophrenia and Related Disorders” section of the DSM-IV-TR, together with my co-chair we called on experts in the field to review the scientific literature and draft descriptions of the disorder that reflected scientific consensus, not merely personal opinion. Here is what they found: 
Associated Features and Disorders 
“A majority of individuals with Schizophrenia have poor insight regarding the fact that they have a psychotic illness. Evidence suggests that poor insight is a manifestation of the illness itself rather than a coping strategy…comparable to the lack of awareness of neurological deficits seen in stroke, termed anosognosia.” American Psychiatric Association Press, 2000. Page 304 
A word about how I met the author of Losing Dad. In response to my experiences trying to help my brother and countless others with serious mental illness who had anosognosia, I developed—over many years of trial and error—the Listen-Empathize-Agree-Partner® (LEAP®) communication program. Eventually, this led to the creation of The LEAP® Institute and the training of tens of thousands of family caregivers, health care professionals and even law enforcement and corrections officers in a form of communication that builds bridges to persons suffering alone with these illnesses. Amanda LaPera was among those eager to learn a different way of interacting and communicating with her father who was suffering from mental illness. 
She first approached me after going through a similar struggle with her father, who displayed an unusual case of late-onset severe mental illness. At the time, she did not know about the LEAP strategy. Her father’s dramatic transformation and subsequent hallucinations and paranoia created a distance between him and his loved ones. Like my brother, her father displayed “poor insight” into his illness and refused treatment. He cycled through involuntary mental hospitalizations before cutting contact with his loved ones and ending up homeless. This tragic reality, unfortunately, is one lived by too many other families. 
As I had done, Amanda LaPera found help with the National Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI), the largest grassroots organization dedicated to helping those affected by mental illness. I encourage all family members, worldwide, who are struggling with a mentally ill relative to investigate and become involved with a family advocacy group (like NAMI in the US) for many reasons, not the least of which is to feel less alone and more supported in their quest to better the life of their mentally ill relative. I have learned much from NAMI and similar foreign organizations that have followed its example. I have found great comfort in knowing not only that there are many other families like mine but also that there are forces at work to change mental health laws, fund research, and improve treatments. 
Amanda LaPera gives a human face to mental illness. Her book, Losing Dad, Paranoid Schizophrenia: A Family’s Search for Hope allows people who have not directly experienced the effects of a severe mental illness get a realistic glimpse into the emotions and feelings of a family in crisis. Those who have a loved one with a severe mental illness can relate to her family’s story and gain a better understanding of this shared experience. As a reader, you become a member of her family. 
What impresses me most about her book, Losing Dad, is the honesty and compassion she uses to expose how severe mental illness affects an entire family – children, spouses, and parents. The research and interviews that went into the writing of this book add a level of authenticity that allows the unbelievable to be believable. Beautifully woven between the facts are the feelings. She shows that behind every severe mental illness there is a human being and an often-untold tale of despair and oftentimes hope. Rather than try to paint over her past, she unapologetically opens up to her readers about words and actions she cannot take back. I highly recommend Losing Dad both as an educational tool and as a heartfelt tale. 
I am grateful to her for choosing to share her experience. And I admire and share the hope she inspires when she says, “it is not too late for others.” 

Xavier Amador, Ph.D. 
Founder, LEAP Institute 
Author, I am Not Sick, I Don’t Need Help! 
(Vida Press 2012) 
www.LEAPinstitute.org







  
  Introduction


Like a master computer, the brain controls everything, but when it malfunctions there is no system reset, no disk recovery, no memory restore. 

Joseph graduated with a Master’s Degree in Chicago, bought a simple house in California, and raised a family in the suburbs. By all accounts his life seemed normal. And it was, until he got the news—cancer.
After a successful operation with a good prognosis, a routine procedure went awry. Doctors rushed him into surgery and, for the second time in a week, put him under anesthesia. When he came home, everything changed. He descended into psychosis, extreme paranoia, and grandiose delusions.
Within a couple of years, he did the unthinkable. He embarked on a trip involving four continents, thirty countries, and thirteen wives. He gave up everything along the way—his career, finances, and family. He was purportedly arrested in Israel, preached to the Mafioso in Italy, and hailed as a prophet in Africa. Penniless, he returned to America where he had run-ins with drug dealers and prostitutes. 
This story follows one man’s bizarre journey through mental illness.
He is not a faceless stranger living on the streets.
He is my dad.  






  
  Chapter one
The Call

May 2000


I was on the verge of tears. A single mom to a three-and-a-half-year-old son with Asperger’s, I couldn’t take much more. At the grocery store, Justin threw the box of Cheerios from the cart and, while strapped in, kicked me, pulled my hair, and screamed like he was being murdered. 
Good times. Glad CPS wasn’t called.
If my gentle and patient dad were around to help, maybe my son could learn from a positive male role model. But no. That wasn’t going to happen. Dad was probably dead. 
By the time we got home, Justin’s familiar place of comfort, he had calmed down enough to help bring in the groceries. I put the milk in the refrigerator and hoisted the rest of the bags onto the counter. When I pulled out the bananas, the flashing red light on the answering machine caught my attention. I hit play.
“Sunday, May 28, 2000. You have one new message.” Click. 
“Amanda.” I didn’t recognize the voice. “It’s Dad—” 
I hit stop. No. It couldn’t be. Ever since insanity ate away at his brain, I, like my sister and brother, had given up hope of hearing Dad’s voice again. 
Stunned, I restarted the message. 
“Amanda, it’s Dad. Sorry I missed you, but I’ll call back at six o’clock your time in California. That’s six o’clock Pacific Time. I pray to our Lord Jesus Christ you will be there to answer the phone. Give praise to God and Jesus, our Lord and Savior. There, it’s done. God will have you there to answer the phone. In His name I pray.” Beep.
I cringed. Dad’s late-onset schizophrenia hit at fifty-three. I wasn’t against Christianity, just his mentally unstable attachment to it. 
He had mailed a Bible back on November 22, 1999 and sent a random letter from the Hotel Tivoli Lisboa in Portugal in March of 2000, along with neatly folded pieces of soft facial tissue. 
I ran to my bedroom to find the letter. It was in the file cabinet under the file labeled “Dad.” Handwritten in black ink, in tiny print, on a small sheet of hotel stationary, the note read: 
Sunday, March 26, 2000
Dear Amanda,
I hope you and Justin are in good health and the grace of God is keeping your hearts and minds in peace through our Lord and risen Savior, Christ Jesus, the only begotten Son of God.
Since the last time I wrote, I’ve been many places. In 10 or more countries, preaching and teaching the Kingdom of God and witnessing for Jesus. I now tell them 4 things are needed: 1. Believe with all your mind, strength, heart & soul & confess (to yourself) with your lips “I believe Jesus Christ is the Son of God” 2. Complete submersion (any Pentecostal church) in water in name of the Father & of the Son and of the Holy Ghost (Sprinkling not enough) 3. #1 & more than anyone else: I love you, God and Jesus! 4. Love everyone else as Christ has (& does) love us.
After Bulgaria (My last wife) I left Bulgaria. Now, #1 – No smoking, #2 – No alcohol (due to my stomach, although one beer in Germany was OK – in moderation) #3 – No affection with a woman (or husband) who isn’t your wife (husband) – In fact, Paul says in 1 COR 7:1 “It is good for a man not to touch a woman.” From Bulgaria, I went to Turkey (Istanbul🡪 Izmir🡪 Bodrum🡪 Antalya🡪 Istanbul). How beautiful is Turkey by the Hand of God through Jesus. I did free Greek dancing for customers in both Istanbul (upscale dinner/night club) & in Sofia, Bulgaria (Sheraton & a Greek “taverna” =café). Turkey🡪 Sofia🡪 Bucharest, Romania (all this for Jesus/God, of course, not my glory!) (God forbid I should do otherwise!)🡪Thessaloniki, Greece🡪 Skopje, Macedonia🡪 Thessaloniki🡪 Athens🡪 Frankfurt, Germany🡪 Stuttgart, Germany🡪 Italy (Milan🡪 Venice🡪 Bologna🡪 Rome🡪 Naples). On a train from Bologna to Rome, after conversing with an Algerian Muslim who spoke English & wished to improve his German, He asked for (& I gave with great joy) a “New Testament” written in English, German, and French! (Thank you, Jesus! Praise the Lord! Glory to God in the highest! Bless his Holy Name, Forever & Ever! Amen! To Sicily (From Palermo to Catania🡪 “Mafia Capital,” I ministered to the taxi driver, a low-level Mafioso (Or Mafioso Family son)! Then, the Malta (oldest architecture in world – St. Paul stopped there & started a church) 🡪 Spain (Barcelona🡪 Madrid) 🡪 I’m now is Lisboa, Portugal!
Amanda, the ♥ softest and ♥ most durable “Kleenex” I’ve had are these 2 pieces from a kiosk in Istanbul, Turkey!!! One is for ♥ you ♥& one for ♥ Justin ♥!!! Tell him to say “thank you, God” and “thank you, Jesus” as he always should when receiving any blessing (anything good is from God). As in meal time the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with your Spirit, Yours in Christ, Love, Peace, Joyful Anticipation for Jesus! 
Dad (Grandpa)
I looked up at the clock: 4:30 P.M. 
Justin grabbed my skirt. “Mommy, I want to watch TV.”
Normally, I would’ve encouraged a book or a toy. Not now. I flipped on the television, popped a cartoon movie into the VCR, and sat Justin on the couch. He asked for a drink. I concocted an odd mix of chocolate and strawberry milk, grabbed a bowl of Cheerios and handed them to him. 
I replayed the message yet again and speed-dialed my stepmom Hilda.
“Hallo.” When Hilda had emigrated from South America, her accent came with her. Born in Bolivia and raised in Argentina, she had chosen to stay in the United States after meeting my dad fifteen years ago. “What is going on with my little Amandy?”
“Dad called,” I said, “and he’s going to call back in about an hour. What should I do?”
“Ai-yi-yi.” Hilda paused. “Please listen to me, dear. He needs help. He is not well. You have to get him help. He needs to be at a hospital.”
“Yes, but I don’t know where he is.”
“Well, dear, try to find out. Call me back. Oh, Amandy, if you only knew.” 
Justin whimpered.
“I’ve got to go,” I said. “I’ll call you back tonight.”
“It doesn’t matter how late. You know I’ll be up.”
After ending the call, and in between entertaining Justin, I phoned my sister Jackie and my brother Keith to give them both a quick update.
Before I knew it, the clock read 5:45 P.M. Even though I had a cordless phone, I sat next to it and waited. 
The minute hand jerked forward onto precisely 6:00 P.M. The phone rang. I checked the caller ID, but the number came up as unavailable. 
My heart raced. I let it ring again before cradling the receiver against my cheek. I took a deep breath.
“Hello,” I managed to say.
“Amanda?” the voice hesitated.
“Dad? Is it really you?”
“That’s a silly question. Who else would it be? God instructed me to call you.”
Didn’t expect that response. “Where are you?”
“I’m on the streets doing God’s work as he commanded me to do.”
“What state are you in?”
“Who said I was still in America?”
Again, he caught me off-guard. “Can’t you tell me where you are?”
“That’s not important.”
I couldn’t risk him hanging up, so I didn’t push. “Are you okay? I mean we’ve all been worried about you, me and Hilda and—”
“I don’t want to hear that devil’s name.”
“Your wife’s name?”
“She’s not my wife anymore.”
I tossed his answer around in my head for a moment. How could that be? They were married when he dragged her from Southern California to a tiny town near a remote river in West Virginia. They were still married when he abandoned her there only months later.
He continued in a stern voice, “Don’t concern yourself with that. It’s not your business.” His tone softened. “I’ve had over ten wives already.”
I nearly choked. “How’s that possible? You’ve only been married three times.” I counted my sister’s mom, my brother’s and my mom, and my stepmom. Yes, only three.
“I’ve been married by God. My fourth wife was a 59-year-old Filipina prostitute in Amman, Jordan.” 
Married by God? I grabbed a paper and pen and scribbled notes. 
“My fifth wife was in Cairo, Egypt; she was a very dark-skinned, large Bantu African from Sudan and was 30 years old. We spent two nights together.  My sixth wife was in Bucharest, Romania. She was a gypsy woman, maybe about 35 years old. She had two children: a 15-year-old daughter and a 7-year-old son. The seventh was a 22-year-old Bulgarian prostitute. I proposed marriage to her at a night club in Sofia on February 9th, but she wanted 100 US dollars. At least I kissed her lips twice. I chose a wife for only 100 US dollars from a “menu”—in my hotel—but, she was not my wife…. had a devil in her…not me. My eighth and ninth wives were both from Senegal, West Africa. My last wife, the tenth one, was from the Ivory Coast. I need a woman badly, but absolutely no sex before marriage…holding hands, hugging, and face or lip kissing is okay.”
What the hell? I didn’t think Dad was capable of sexual relations after his prostate surgery, so this information baffled me. Was he sleeping with these women?
“Dad, where did you meet them?”
“I just told you where. I’ve been to over thirty countries so far and over fifty cities. I’ve spent over $60,000 spreading the word of God. This was not for me, you understand. It’s to spread the word of our Lord.”
“Which countries?”
“Hmm, let me think. First, I went to Amman, Jordan, then to Tel Aviv, Israel, then back to Jordan, then Cairo, Egypt. After that, I went to Romania, Bulgaria, and then to Turkey. That’s where I did a Greek folk-dance at the Sheraton for free. After Turkey, I went back to Romania, on to Greece, Macedonia, and then to Germany. That’s where I had Rindswurst, which is a beef sausage, with sauerkraut, and a dark blend, the best Pilsner beer I ever had. Then, I went to Italy and to Spain and Portugal. Oh, I sent you a letter from Portugal, did you receive it?”
“Yes, yes, I did.” My hand cramped.
Through the phone, I could sense Dad smile. “Wasn’t that the softest tissue ever?”
“Yes, the tissue was really soft.”
“Well, after Portugal, I went to Morocco, to Casablanca. In West Africa, I went to Dakar, Ivory Coast, Sierra Leone, and Gambia. After that, God sent me to Paris, France, then to North Germany, to Austria, Hungary, and to Poland…. that’s where I was in Warsaw and Gdansk. Then Copenhagen where I went to Tivoli Gardens. Next, God commanded me to Oslo, Norway, Amsterdam, Holland, back to Oslo, Bergen, Trakiso, Lakso. Then from Stockholm, Sweden to Finland and back to Stockholm.”
“How on Earth did you afford to go to all of those places?”
“God provides for me,” he said. “God and his angels have delivered a message to me for you. How would you like it if you and little Justin flew out here and joined me on the streets in spreading the word of God?”
"Are you kidding me?" What happened to my normal dad? He used to ask me to play Blackjack and chess, not to roam the streets. “I’m still in school. I don't get my bachelor’s degree until December."
“Amanda, college is not important,” he said.
“But it will sure help me get a real job to pay the rent.”
“Forget the treasures of this world for the treasures of the next.”
Dad was floating above any earthly reality. 
This was nonsensical. He had informed me I was going to college before I even knew what college meant, and now discounted the value of an education and a roof over my head. I tried not to feel bitter; my son had lost his dad and now so had I.
“Okay, that’s great, but I have a small child to support. Remember your grandson, Justin? Rent’s expensive.”
“You’re worried because you’re not saved. You cannot be saved until you are baptized under the water and accept Jesus as your Lord and Savior.”
“Are you forgetting I was already baptized?”
“The Catholic Church doesn’t count. Their doctrine is incorrect. I am the only one with the true doctrine of Christ. God made me a prophet.”
A prophet? Geez. Could he get any further from the truth? 
“But I can’t blame you for being taught incorrectly. It’s partially my fault and I will take the blame. You see, the Catholic Church doesn’t do it right. The only real way is a full body immersion under the water. Only then can you be saved.”
A wild and crazy idea popped into my head. I blurted out, “How do I get saved?”
“I can baptize you. God has granted me that power. I’ve already saved people. I even brought an animal back from the dead.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Back in 1999, Shadow [his poodle] tried to eat a little animal, but I brought it back to life because God works through me. I can save you and Justin if you are ready and willing to accept God into your hearts. I can baptize you both.”
“Where would you baptize us?”
“Location is unimportant—ocean, river, lake, anywhere—”
“What about my apartment pool?”
Dad took the bait. “Yes. Yes, I can. You can have Keith come, too.”
“I don’t know about Keith.” I didn’t think my brother had recovered from being traumatized by Dad. “I’ll ask him. So, when can we be baptized?”
“Next weekend? I can be there. Oh, praise the Lord Jesus. In His name, I give thanks and praise.”
“Don’t you need directions?” He had never been to my apartment. Two years earlier, he and Hilda had taken Justin for the weekend—the last time he saw his only grandchild.
I gave Dad my address. “So next week—”
“I have to go. My calling card is running out. It’s going to hang up.”
We rushed our good-byes and the line disconnected. I sat by the phone and stared across the room at Justin leafing through pages of his favorite book. He’d never know the supportive, gentle, loving dad I grew up whose logic had been replaced by insanity. He’d never have a real grandpa.
I felt a twinge of guilt for what I was planning to do.






  
  Chapter two
The Conspiracy


Over the next couple days, I made phone calls and created plans. Whenever I questioned myself, I talked to Hilda for emotional support. I consulted the police department, the county mental hospital, and a local support group for the National Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI). 
I’d been informed the police department could take Dad against his wishes to the mental hospital for only two valid reasons: He either had to be an immediate danger to himself—as he had been during his previous three sanitarium admittances—or he had to be an immediate danger to others.
I was terrified that as soon as he learned of my true intentions, he could meet criteria number two. I made arrangements for Justin to be elsewhere if needed at a moment’s notice. I made one last call to both the police department and the mental hospital. Tiring of my hypothetical situations, they reassured me they would help if my scenarios played out as I imagined.
Friday came and I cleaned house. Saturday, I woke up early and rehearsed my speech. Sunday, I paced anxiously. When would Dad arrive?
Monday came and I had to go back to work and college. I was confused. Hilda was disappointed. My sister Jackie was upset. My brother Keith merely said, “Oh, well.”
Tuesday and Wednesday came and went. Exhausted from a long day of balancing homework, my boss’s demands at work, and my unwieldy son, I opened the mailbox on Thursday to find a post card addressed to me and Keith:
Monday, May 29, 2000
Dear Amanda and Keith,
I am not going back to the USA. God warned me in a dream that my enemies are setting a trap for me.
I stopped reading and phoned Hilda. She’d never believe this one.
“Hallo?”  
“Hilda? It’s me.” I glanced back at the postcard.
“Did you hear from your dad?”
“I just got a postcard.”
“Me, too.”
“What does yours say?”
“Hold on, just a minute.” Hilda set down the phone, but quickly returned. “It’s dated Monday, May 29, 2000 from Stockholm, Sweden, postmarked on May 30th.”
“Mine, too. The day after I talked to him on the phone.”
“Yes, dear, I know. Let me read it to you.” She cleared her throat. “’Hi! From Stockholm, Sweden from Joseph, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ, the Risen Savior and Son of God. This is for Amanda.’ He underlined your name and wrote down your phone number, but the last four digits are wrong. Anyway, then he wrote:
Tell her three things: #1) God warned me in a dream not to go back to USA because my enemies are setting a trap for me. It may be. I’ll go up north of Arctic Circle (nice weather now, always light) to travel nomadically with the Sami people (Lappland) and looking for a reindeer named Cupid. Could spend the rest of time with God and Jesus? The will of God – maybe to another country (probably tomorrow) as my work appears done in Scandinavia 🡪 you all will hear from me no more! #2) Amanda, Keith...all of you must (suggest Assembly of God) ASAP recontest Jesus as Son of God and get baptized in Name of Father & Son & Holy Ghost by complete immersion under the water. Repent of sins, submit to God, love God #1 & thy neighbor as Christ has loved you & you love yourself. #3) Tell Amanda to READ following, King James Authorized version Jeremiah 1:17-19🡪 Luke 18:28-30 🡪 Hosea 4:13 🡪 Psalms 35, 40, 41, and 64!!!
Getting a new wife and making babies (have a new Life) 🡪 God made covenant with me via rainbow & then a double rainbow!! My God is an awesome God!!! Thank you, Jesus! Praise the Lord! Glory to God! Bless His Holy Name forever & ever! Amen.
“Well, Amandy. Daddy’s crazy.” Hilda cleared her throat, her voice strained. “What can we do? Nothing.”
“I don’t know what to say. He wrote the same part to me about the dream of his enemies plotting against him. That’s so strange. Do you think he knew what we were up to?”
“I don’t know, dear. We’ll see what happens.” She paused. “Daddy’s been sending me postcards from all around the world.”
“I only got tissue paper from Portugal or Turkey or something.”
“I get postcards from Bulgaria, Turkey, Italy, Germany, Malta, and so many other places. He tells me about his other wives…stupid prostitutes.”
“I’m sorry. You shouldn’t have to hear about all that. He doesn’t know what he’s doing. He’s not in his right mind.”
“I know … I miss the old daddy. Our life was so happy, Amandy. But not now. He left me out here with nothing … I am so angry. I wish I could do something … He was such a wonderful husband, a wonderful father … It’s so sad. But there’s nothing I can do.”
“Don’t worry about it tonight. We’ll just wait and see what happens.” I couldn’t imagine being in her place, stranded across the country, isolated and alone.
“Yes, we’ll wait and see.”

It would be two years before I’d hear from Dad again.
Over the next several months, I couldn’t help but dwell on this rare contact with Dad. It was as if another man now occupied his body and mind. Things hadn’t always been like that, though. Dad used to be normal.  
Before his mental illness struck, I have nothing but fond memories of him and of our fun family weekends together when Keith I got to visit him and our annual road trips and folk dancing and late-night movies on the living room couch and hot fudge sundaes and goodnight hugs. 
No symptoms hinted to Dad’s impending mental decline. 
But there is one thing that does stand out, the beginning of our troubles, Dad’s cancer. That was four years earlier, back in 1996.






  
  PART ONE: DIAGNOSIS & SURGERY (1996)










  
  Chapter three
Treatment

August 1996


Dad snuggled close to Hilda to process his new reality. A month earlier, they had celebrated his fifty-third birthday. 
“I’m scared,” he said. “How can it be cancer? I’ve always taken good care of my health.” He removed his gold-framed glasses, leaned his head into her chest and put his arms around her petite body.
“It’ll be okay.” Hilda ran her fingers through his thinning brown hair, past his blue eyes, and along cheeks creamy white against her bronzed complexion—his too-pale-to-tan skin a trait passed down from his Ashkenazi Jewish ancestors.
“I don’t want surgery,” he said.
“But your doctors said you need it.”
“You know I hate needles,” he said. “What if they screw up? How many people come out worse than when they go in?”
“What about that hospital your friends told us about? The one in Mexico. They use natural medicines and have a good success rate with cancer.”
“It’s not cheap, but it’s worth looking into.”
“It’s going to be all right.” She squeezed his hand. “I love you.”
“I love you, too.” He tucked her short black hair behind her ears and nuzzled his head against her neck.
Dad and Hilda drove from San Bernardino County down to Tijuana, Mexico to discuss his options with the medical staff. After they crossed the border, they were greeted by numerous drug stores advertising cheap drug prices. Along the city streets, they encountered young peddlers pushing handmade bracelets and packets of gum, all laid neatly across blankets on the sidewalks.  Leaving the sewage stench of downtown, they arrived at their destination, the alternative medical center. The doctors there professed whole-body healing and an antioxidant rich diet.
When he felt ready to commit to the treatment plan, Dad phoned his father John for advice.
“No, don’t do it,” my grandpa said. “It’s not a good idea. There aren’t any competent doctors down there. They’re not properly educated and trained.”
“But I’ve heard many success stories. When Hilda and I went there, everything they said made a lot of sense. The doctors are smart. They’ve had extensive training, much of it done in the States. They just choose to work with holistic methods.”
“Mexico is dirty. It’s not sanitary. You’re going to open yourself up to problems like other diseases and then it’ll be too late to get treatment here. They’ll make you sicker with their hokey medicine.”
“I know people who’ve been cured there. I don’t want surgery.”
“I understand you’re scared, but you need to listen to your doctor before it’s too late. Trust modern medicine. Don’t trust those people in Mexico. Get treatment here.”
“Well, at least I’ll get a second and third opinion.”
“That’s smart. But if they agree, you should trust your physician.”


Overwhelmed after visits to other doctors, Dad scheduled the surgery. On August 19, 1996, he drove to the hospital with Hilda and my fifteen-year-old brother Keith. Their pastor from church met them there.
In the final moments before surgery, Dad probed Hilda’s eyes. One word escaped from his lips, “Jackie?” the name of my older sister.
“She asked me to call her as soon as you’re out.” Hilda planted a kiss on his clammy forehead and stroked his cheek, still smooth from the morning’s shave.
Their pastor turned to my teenaged brother, nudged him on the shoulder, and whispered, “You can give your dad a hug and kiss.”
Keith did so then slank behind, hiding beneath his long brown bangs. 
Hilda kissed my dad again and released him from her arms.
Dad and the nurses disappeared down the hallway.


Later, a doctor entered the waiting room and approached Hilda.
“How is he?” Hilda asked.
“Your husband did just fine. He’s being brought up to his room and should be coming to in a few minutes.”
Hilda and Keith found him asleep in a hospital bed. 
When he opened his eyes, he glanced around the room until his eyes met Hilda’s. He smiled at her before dozing off again.
Later, while Dad was still in the hospital recovering, medical staff came into his room to remove the catheter, a routine procedure.
Medical instruments in hand, they got to work.
Dad winced.
The doctor’s face blanched. He pushed a button that brought several people. They scurried about and thrust papers into Dad’s face. Dad penned his signature.
Sides of the hospital bed raised and locked in place. The wheel mechanisms released.
Dad asked the anesthesiologist, “What’s happening?”
“I’m giving you a general anesthetic. When was the last time you ate?”
Teary-eyed, Dad reached for the doctor. “Help me, why does it hurt?”
“The catheter splintered.”
Fluorescent lights blurred overhead. The room grew dark. Dad closed his eyes.


“How does something like that happen?” Hilda said. “And why wasn’t I notified?”
“I’m sorry,” the nurse said. “There wasn’t time. Don’t worry. He’s fine.”
“Fine? How can you say he’s fine? How could the doctor have screwed that up?”
After Dad recovered from the second procedure, Hilda drove him home. But the man who left the hospital was not the same one who had entered. We didn’t know it yet, and neither did he.






  
  Chapter four
Hard Changes

Summer 1996


Jackie pulled her thick dark curls into a ponytail and hung up the phone after a difficult conversation with Dad. He had laid a major guilt trip on her. “Jackie, why didn’t you visit me at the hospital? I could’ve died.” She remembered the words as abrasive as sandpaper. 
“But I didn’t think the surgery was a big deal. I didn’t realize,” she had replied. Naïve Jackie felt like a failure. Our dad, who only last month had confided his inner fears to her, was disappointed, which she couldn’t bear.
She slumped to the carpet, engulfed in tears.
Her boyfriend Jim arrived to pick her up for a camping trip. Half a foot taller than she, Jim had brown hair, a broad chest, and a stocky stance, lingering evidence of his football days. He wrapped his arms around her while tears streaming from her brown eyes burned into his chest, leaving a trail of black mascara across his white shirt.


For Dad and Hilda, the alluring warmth of the San Diego sun and sand and the refreshing breeze blowing in off the Pacific Ocean were bonuses for visiting Jackie. After recovering from his surgery, Dad and Hilda took the trek down from San Bernardino to take Jackie and Jim to dinner. As they made their way under neon signs and over the red carpets laid out to welcome patrons, a cacophony of music and boisterous laughter spilled out from clubs and restaurants. The foursome turned a corner, welcomed by the sea breeze coming in off the coast of upscale La Jolla. Serenity was quickly displaced by the noises rising again as they approached their destination, the Hard Rock Café. Once inside, they encountered a noisy restaurant with a long wait.
By the time their table was ready, hunger bit at their bellies. Seated under photos of the Rolling Stones and Aerosmith, they slid into the booth. Metallica then Bon Jovi blared out of the speakers above their table. They had to shout out their orders to the server.
Weighty topics of Dad’s surgery and the subsequent surgical mishap hung heavily over their heads during dinner. Initially, a guitar solo had obscured their conversation. Later, the ensuing silence was deafening. Jim brought up baseball. 
Dad, always talkative anyway, erratically drove the conversation in a million different directions. So much so the others found it nearly impossible to keep up. Even the spacey guitars in Led Zeppelin’s “Kashmir” couldn’t keep pace with his random ideas and jarring thoughts.
Dad joined Jim in a round of beers.
Jackie leaned close to Hilda. “Dad’s drinking? Is he trying to relate to Jim?”
Hilda shrugged.
The tattooed arm of a busboy reached across them and cleared the table. Dad’s voice grew progressively louder and louder as the music softened to Guns N’ Roses’ “November Rain.” 
Dad insisted on paying, as he usually did. With his hands under the table, he discreetly counted out the money for the tab, plus a modest tip, and left it under the bill.
Momentarily hard-of-hearing from the loud music, they headed outside to finish their discussion on the sidewalk. In front of the restaurant, couples strolled by, hand-in-hand. An older man sat hunched over on a bus stop bench, reading the newspaper. A few kids bounded at their parents’ heels and entered the crosswalk.
Dad stopped mid-sentence, turned away, and focused his flitting attention on every single passerby. “Hello, it’s a nice evening, isn’t it?” he asked the couple to his right.
They nodded.
“Heading out to dinner tonight? What type of food are you looking for?” he asked to another on his left.
They shrugged.
Turning to the man at the bus stop, he cracked a few jokes to his captive audience, “You know that reminds me of this joke. There was a priest, a rabbi, and a minister on a boat.” 
The gentleman on the bench, engrossed in the headlines, pretended not to notice. 
Dad finished the joke and chuckled aloud.
“Joseph, what, what are you doing?” Hilda asked.
“Shush. I’m connecting to these people.”
“No, you’re out of touch,” Jackie said. “Didn’t you notice their reactions?”
He didn’t seem to hear a word she said.
Jackie searched for the full moon she said must be up there somewhere to explain his erratic behavior. She shook her head. No moon.
Dad continued jumping from one person to another. Helpless to do much about him, the strangers’ polite nodding merely meant to placate him.
Jackie turned to Hilda and to Jim. How to handle the situation?
“Dad, leave them alone,” Jackie said. “I’m tired. Let’s go home.”
Dad recited another joke. Hilda and Jackie each grabbed an arm and led him back to the car.






  
  Chapter five
Mixed Results

Late Summer 1996


After a few uneventful days, Hilda tried to get back into her regular routine. Gingerly patting and brushing dirt from her worn gardening gloves, she set them down next to the potting soil. Her roses and bushes needed almost daily love and attention. 
She stood up and wiped her hands on her pants. The sun had warmed her bones and relieved the arthritis which she had begun to feel at the age of fifty-three.  The pain wasn’t too bad, so she hadn’t seen the doctor for it yet. Because of Dad’s cancer, Hilda felt she had seen enough doctors these past couple of months.
With a slap to her thigh, she ushered her two poodles in the front door after her. They raced around her feet—Shadow and Star had far more energy than she.
No sooner had the latch clicked than the phone rang.
“This is Dr. Sarjin’s office. Joseph’s blood work is in. The doctor wants to schedule an appointment to go over the results.”


Dad and Hilda sat side-by-side in the waiting room. She thumbed through a magazine. He paced, wearing a trail in the carpet in front of her.
She glanced up at him. “Dear, come have a seat.”
He sat down next to her and fidgeted. “So, do you think the cancer is still there?”
“I’m sure it’s gone.”
“But you don’t know. They already screwed up once with the catheter.”
“And they fixed it.”
“Maybe they made the mistake on purpose. You know, get more money from the insurance company.”
“I don’t think so.” She reached for his hand.
He pulled away. “You wouldn’t know. They do it all the time. I know these things. You don’t know.” He stood and commenced pacing.
“Joseph?” a nurse in a blue jumpsuit called out.
“Let’s go.” Hilda hooked her arm in his.
While waiting for the doctor to come into the patient treatment room, Dad began his rant again. “Nobody cares here. They all want you to get sicker, screw with you a little bit more, better for business that way.”
“That’s nonsense.” Hilda settled into a padded chair. With the magazine in her hand, she flipped from page to page and back again. Now she didn’t bother to read anything and instead let the black and white print swirl into the full-page color ads.
The doctor entered, set a medical chart on the counter top, sat on the revolving stool, and slid up to Dad’s side.
“I’ve got good news,” the doctor said. “I have the results here from the lab and your surgeon’s notes. Your PSA count is normal. That means the cancer is gone.”
Hilda breathed a sigh of relief.
“So, how are you doing?” the doctor asked. “Are you feeling better now?”
“I don’t know. I have these pains. And there’s the incontinence problem.”
“Unfortunately, incontinence is a bit of a problem for most men after this procedure. It isn’t permanent and there are things we can do—”
“I wouldn’t let anyone touch me again.”
The doctor skimmed the nurse’s notes. “It looks like you have elevated blood pressure.”
“And why would that be?”
“You do sound a bit stressed.”
“Of course, I am. People have been following me. And well, there are other things. Things aren’t right. I don’t feel good.” 
“Ai-yi-yi.” Hilda shook her head. “This isn’t right, Joseph.”
The doctor tilted his head and studied Dad’s face for a moment before turning to Hilda. “What do you mean, when you say things aren’t right?”
“I don’t know,” she said. “It’s the truth, you hear him. Listen to what he’s saying. He’s driving me nuts at home, all this crazy talk about this and—”
“I am not.” Dad narrowed his eyes.
The doctor wrote a note on the chart and turned again to Hilda. “What do you mean specifically?”
“He says that man’s doing this, she’s doing that. He never said these things before, accusing people, making up stuff. It’s in his head.”
Dad raised his voice. “It’s not in my head.”
“Okay,” the doctor cleared his throat, “I’m going to give you a couple of prescriptions.”
“For what?”
“It should help with the paranoia your wife is noticing.”
“I’m not paranoid. People are following me.”
The doctor scribbled on his notepad. “I recommend you start attending a cancer support group. My nurse will get you a flier with the meeting dates and times—”
“I don’t need counseling.”
“Joseph, listen to me. It’s of the utmost importance you take this seriously and attend this prostate cancer support group.”
“Why? You yourself said the cancer’s gone.”
“Look, men go through different reactions after this surgery—some think they aren’t men anymore. Some come to feel they have lost a part of their manhood. Many develop suicidal tendencies, and some even do end up committing suicide. We don’t want to see you suffer like this, so, in my professional opinion—I can’t stress this enough—you need to talk to others who have shared this same experience. It will greatly decrease your recovery time from this anxiety, depression, and paranoia.”
“I don’t need to talk to anyone.”
“I’m signing you up for the prostate cancer survivors’ support group.” The doctor separated the prescription order from the pad and handed it to Hilda. “This is an anti-anxiety medication which should help alleviate his symptoms. I want you to schedule an individual appointment with a psychologist as soon as possible and a follow up appointment with me. I’d like to see you back here in a couple of weeks.”


Nearly a month and a half later, Hilda pleaded with my dad. “You’ve only attended the support group two or three times. The doctor said you need to go.”
“It’s a waste of time and not helpful in the least bit.”
“Piggito, you’re also not taking your medications.”
“Those damn drugs have too many side effects. You know how sleepy and out of it they make me. I can’t live like that, like my mind is in a fog all the time.”
“We’ve been to several doctors now. We’ve tried several different prescriptions. They’ll all have some side effects. You have to deal with it.”
“Why? They don’t help me.”
“Of course, they don’t help you when you only take them once in a while.”
“What the hell do I need those drugs for, anyway?”
“You know what they’re for, the paranoia, depression, anxiety—”
“None of which I have.” He stormed out of the kitchen.
She watched his shadow fade down the hallway. Her chest and throat tightened. She held back tears.






  
  Chapter six
Going Back

Early Autumn 1996


Physically, Dad had recovered from the cancer surgery. He no longer had to have Hilda and Keith help him with a urine bag. He returned to his routine of cycling on his stationary bike while watching a sports game on TV. Hilda, a licensed hair stylist, permed his short brown hair into curls, which gave the illusion of more hair. He got dressed every day in a polo shirt, Dockers slacks, and belt, like he used to. 
His doctor suggested he return to work, so Dad went back to programming computers in the glass tower in Pasadena where he had spent his days for the last seventeen years.
Soon after returning to work, Dad began to have difficulty sleeping. His psychiatrist prescribed sleeping pills, along with another round of psychiatric drugs.


At the office, Dad stared at the rows of code on his computer monitor. His eyes grew heavy. The numbers and letters blurred. The computer screen swayed and went black.
He looked around. He was back forty years, sitting at the Cubs game in Chicago with his father, the crisp air rushing by their faces, the crowd ruckus fading into the distance.
“Can’t beat these hot dogs, piled high with mustard, relish, onions, and kraut,” Grandpa said while leaning forward to get another big bite.
Dad smiled. He knew it wouldn’t matter whether their team won or lost, so long as he and his father were together.
“If the pitcher strikes out one more batter in this inning, the teams switch sides. Are you listening to me, Joey?”
“Yes, I always listen to you. Can we go to a museum next week?”
Grandpa’s eyes lit up. “Which one?”
“The one you like, the Field Museum. It’s my favorite too.”
“If your mom lets us.”
“Why wouldn’t she?” With his parents still married, and he being an only child, it didn’t make sense.
Dad’s elbow slipped off the edge of the desk. He almost smacked his face onto the keyboard. He rubbed his eyes.
The cursor on his monitor blinked for his attention. After a stretch, he started to type again, but left work early to avoid falling asleep on the road.
During the drive home, he turned on his car radio. “Without a dream in my heart, without a love of my own,” blared out of the speakers.
He upped the volume. Dad had been eighteen in 1961 when he first heard The Marcels sing “Blue Moon” on Chicago’s WLS on the AM dial. It sure wasn’t the classical music his mom adored.


Together, Dad and I listened to “Blue Moon” on his 8-track when I was a young child. Besides singing in the car, we enjoyed doing so many other things. We planned vacations. I navigated during our road trips. We stayed up all night playing blackjack or chess, talking about life and the universe. Dad, Hilda, Jackie, Keith, and I sprawled across the couches, watching videos and eating ice cream with Magic Shell or fruit salad with Cool Whip.
Those days have passed. My sister and I grew up and moved out on our own. When the bank foreclosed on our mom’s house, Keith moved in with Dad and Hilda a few months before Dad’s surgery in the summer of 1996.
Keith didn’t enjoy playing ball with Dad like I used to. Instead, he spent all day playing video games. This irked Dad who believed nothing felt the same as being outdoors—feeling the heavy Louisville Slugger in your arms. He always reminded me to point the label down, so the bat wouldn’t crack.
“Elbows out, bend your knees,” he’d say. “Keep your eye on the ball. Choke up on the bat.”
While we played, Dad told me about his childhood in Lincolnwood, north of Chicago, where he used to play ball with his cousins and his father, and how he once hit a ball on top of the school’s roof.
Dad chuckled when he told me how he and the other kids discovered the apartment building’s heating coal doubled as sidewalk chalk. The groundskeeper caught them red-handed and chased them off. Fortunately, the kids could run fast.
I loved hearing his stories.






  
  Chapter seven
Paranoia

Autumn 1996


Although happy to have Keith living with him, Dad worried my brother wasn’t adjusting well to the move. Keith didn’t keep his shoes out of the living room, or his bed made, or his bathroom clean. He ditched school, didn’t do his homework, and lied about it. 
Morning light streamed in through the curtains. Keith, a thin teen with long sandy bangs hanging over his eyes, awakened. He sat up and stretched, but jerked back at the sight of Dad, standing still at the foot of the bed. Keith hadn’t heard him enter.
“Yeah?” Keith asked.
Dad narrowed his eyes.
“What?” Keith asked.
Dad maintained a rigid posture and stared at him.
“What’s going on?”
Dad scowled, shook his head, and retreated.
Dinner was quiet, other than the occasional, “Can you pass the salt and pepper?”
“Thanks for dinner, Hilda.” Keith pushed in his chair, put his dishes in the sink, and left for the bathroom.
Before my brother could shut the bathroom door, Dad blocked it with his foot. “Leave the door open.”
“What do you mean?” Keith asked.
“I said, leave…the…door…open. You are not to close the doors when you go in the bathroom. You are not to close your bedroom door, either. Do you understand me?”
“But why?”
“Are you doing drugs?”
“No way. What are you talking about?”
“Do as I say. Leave the door open.”
Dad walked away in finality. Keith shut the door in defiance.
Dad
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often heart-rending portrait chronicle, with welcome attention

paid to the rippling effects of mental illness.”
— BookLife Reviews (Editor’s Pick)
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