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INTRODUCTION

The Book Has Unhinged Parts

God told me I’d write this book. Well, kind of.

Nine days after giving birth to my daughter, I stood up and told my husband I had a prophecy to share. It was nighttime, and I’d been trying in vain to fall asleep when I suddenly heard a booming voice say something incredible. I was going to be an author. It was so loud that I almost covered my ears, but my husband looked unaffected. An adrenaline rush hit me like never before—it felt like electricity was running through my veins.

From the look on my husband’s face after my announcement, I could tell he was concerned—we are not the kind of people who hear from God—but I was too excited to care. God was telling me secrets. Who wouldn’t want to write a book? I felt deliriously happy.

I couldn’t sleep that night because the prophecies wouldn’t stop coming. Instead of getting much-needed rest, I blasted music from my phone and cried because I felt so inspired. I’d spent my whole life trying to figure God out, and he was finally giving me answers. I was so excited about my newfound spiritual gift that I told people he was speaking to me. I had an extensive support system—my husband, parents, sisters, doula, and a couple of close friends—all of whom I deeply trusted and all of whom started to think I needed medical help. My behavior was not explainable by postpartum blues.

The day after I started hearing God’s voice, my husband and father drove me to a local hospital for an evaluation. I spent the entire drive muttering to myself. God’s revelations were starting to freak me out. I was positive my family members were going to try to hurt my baby. I knew my daughter was going to die. I hated him for telling me these things, but I didn’t want the words to stop. COVID-19 pandemic restrictions meant I had to go inside the hospital alone. I paced a cramped exam room, feeling increasingly disoriented as I yelled for help. The hallucinations started a few minutes later.

They diagnosed me with postpartum psychosis, and I didn’t leave the hospital for seventeen days. During my stay, I filled up a stack of notebooks on a mission to rewrite the Bible. I hid them under my pillow, afraid that another patient would try to steal my prophecies while I slept. None of the medications I was prescribed were working, and it didn’t help that I sometimes refused to swallow them. Hospital staff members would explain that the pills would make me feel better, but I didn’t trust them. I would wake up, agitated as ever, and turn to my notebooks. The hospital told my husband I might need treatment at a long-term psychiatric care facility if I didn’t improve.

Getting well enough to leave the hospital was a fight—don’t worry, we’ll get into that soon. But just know that it wasn’t the most challenging part. When I got home, I had enough material to keep me in therapy for a lifetime. I wasn’t physically or mentally present for my daughter’s first month. I fell into a deep depression, wondering whether my early absence would cause problems down the road. I knew she had no memory of me being gone, but I wondered whether she somehow sensed it. What kind of mother can’t take care of her baby?

When I was discharged from the psychiatric ward, they asked whether I wanted the nonsense-filled notebooks. I brought them home and shoved them under my bed. I was on a cocktail of antipsychotics and mood stabilizers that left me behaving erratically. I threw away half of my composition notebook collection one night for reasons I still don’t understand. Why I didn’t toss the whole stack is a mystery to me.

The remaining notebooks have been tucked away ever since. I keep them in a taped-up cardboard box neatly labeled HOSPITAL that acts as a bit of a 2020 time capsule. When you open it, you see used surgical masks, a reminder that I was hospitalized during the peak of the pandemic. I scrawled delusions on scraps of paper when I wasn’t near a notebook, and they clutter the bottom of the box. There’s even a half-empty bottle of hospital shampoo in there. It looks like it all belongs in the trash.

For a while, I viewed this hospital box the same way someone might approach a haunted house. I was fearful because I wasn’t sure what was waiting in there, or how I’d react. I tried to push the notebooks out of my mind at first. But as much as I ran away from it, I couldn’t avoid the totality of my experience. I needed to understand what happened to me to find a way forward. I was tempted to push it all out of mind, but a part of me wanted—needed—to know the gory details.

But before we get into all that, here’s one thing I want to say.

You can be prepared for something hard, even excruciating. You can scan Reddit and Wirecutter and TikTok for all the advice and recommendations in the world. You can be the friend who always has a plan if things go wrong. But what happens when you completely lose touch with reality? What do you do? As a survivor of psychosis, making sense of my lived experience was so much harder than I anticipated. And a question plagued me.

Could I find answers in the box?

Postpartum psychosis is often associated with infanticide. It’s not hard to angrily wonder what kind of parent could hurt their child—but once you hear the voices yourself, there’s a perspective shift. These women are not villains. Often, they believe they’re protecting their children, like any good parent would. I easily could’ve been one of them.

The social stigma of psychosis wasn’t even the worst part for me—it was my own struggle to understand. I knew nearly nothing about the condition before I lived it, and I found myself desperately reading books and scouring Google as I tried to recover. It was something that had happened to me without my permission, and I felt violated by it all. And then there was the issue of my embarrassing behavior leading up to my mental break. People liking me is all I’ve ever wanted, but psychosis didn’t care.

I had religious delusions to unpack, too. I’m a Pentecostal preacher’s kid, so I know something about listening for God’s voice. But in the years leading up to my psychotic episode, I’d walked away from fundamentalist faith. I wasn’t quite sure what I thought of religion. The version of myself that emerged while I was sick is hard to comprehend: a fire-and-brimstone preacher offering prophecies to anyone on the psych ward floor who wanted one. I was never more powerful in my life. Nothing else mattered.

When I left the hospital, I marveled at how quiet it was inside my head. Part of me missed the chaos—being able to ask God anything I wanted: Will I write a book one day? Is the hospital staff trying to kill me? Who’s going to win the 2020 election?—and get an answer right away. (The responses I heard, in order: Yes, yes, Joe Biden. In fairness, I had a fifty-fifty chance with that last one.) I understand why people consciously choose not to take needed psychiatric medication. When I was in psychosis, I was unstoppable.

Many elements are missing when I try to piece together the days before and during my psychotic episode. I’ve always prided myself on being a reliable narrator, but this was one scenario when I couldn’t always trust my memory. I requested my hospital records soon after my release, an idea my loved ones vehemently opposed. But without them, all I had to understand my experience was fractured memories, other people’s recollections, and my cryptic scribbles. The records did give me answers, some of which I wasn’t ready to hear. My relationship with them is complicated—we’ll get to that, too.

Thinking about my psychosis used to be uncomfortable for me, and it felt safest to leave that chapter of my life behind rather than dwell on it, let alone write about it. I wasn’t sure I wanted postpartum psychosis to be the first thing that came up when someone googled me. But the more I considered it all, the more I realized that my openness could shed light on the condition. I started to tell friends and family about my experience. People didn’t always know what to say, but I felt less ashamed once I got honest, awkwardness be damned. I began to think about how much of my story I wanted to share with the world. So I started to write and—this is the crucial part—returned to the box of notebooks.

The scribbles are barely coherent. But when I flip through them, I recall the delusions that sparked the words. There are pages devoted to my false beliefs that someone was trying to hurt my daughter and that the hospital was running experiments on patients. I remember a lot of it vividly but don’t recall some parts, although I can picture myself in the psych ward’s common room, alternating between marker and pencil as I wrote as quickly as possible. When I first looked at the notebooks, I didn’t know whether I’d shake it off as nonsense. But when I combined them with what I remembered from the time, I started to get a clearer picture—one that I’m sharing with you. The italicized portions of this book are pulled from the journals, hospital records, and my memory.

I was surprised at how relevant many of the words felt to me. Of course, there was a lot that I had to ignore, like the pages dedicated to debating whether I was dead or alive or stuck in hell without an escape route. Still, there are bits that I realized applied to my life outside the hospital. Some moments were a comforting reminder that I didn’t lose myself entirely. This introduction’s title—and that of several other chapters in this book—are inspired by my psych ward journals. Missing Me is a look into the events leading up to my break from reality and what came after. The pages that follow are honest, heartfelt, and, at times, a bit unhinged.

Let’s dive in.







CHAPTER ONE

My Broken Brain


The patient is a 27-year-old black female admitted to the Behavioral Health Unit. The patient was grossly psychotic, delusional, confused, paranoid.

—My Clinical Documentation Record, page 87


Author’s note: This chapter contains mentions of self-harm and suicidal ideation.

I stare at the ceiling in my bedroom, my eyes filled with silent tears. I am so happy. God has chosen me to write a book—a bestseller, no less. My days will soon be filled with television interviews and a splashy tour. Everyone will read the book once it’s published. He reveals that it’s a success because it’s free of charge. Wait. How will I pay for the tour if the book is free? He chides me for worrying. “I will provide,” he says. I’m already accustomed to his voice, and it’s only been a few minutes since the first prophecy. Or maybe it’s been hours.

Let’s rewind.

I am in bed, trying to fall asleep. My husband says he is very concerned. Apparently, I haven’t slept in days. I don’t want to lie next to him, but there aren’t any other beds in the house. He can’t be trusted, especially since he told me I shouldn’t be alone with my nine-day-old baby. It’s barbaric. I prefer to stay awake to keep an eye on him, watching as he makes a bottle for my daughter. Besides, I like how quiet everything is at nighttime. Last night, I watched Supermarket Sweep reruns for hours, wondering whether the show was real. I still don’t know.

My mind wanders. I feel myself drifting off and try to fight it. Then, I hear a chime so loud it hurts my ears. I see a too-bright light bulb. I squint.

There’s a roaring voice—almost thunderous. “YOU WILL WRITE A BOOK, AND IT WILL BE THE MOST SUCCESSFUL ONE TO EVER BE PUBLISHED,” it booms.

I forgive my husband; the news is too good to keep to myself. I rush the words out, and he looks at me anxiously. I am annoyed that he doesn’t get it. Thankfully, my parents are here to help with the baby. Someone needs to understand the gravity of my newfound calling. I yell for them and shout the heavenly word I’ve received. They, too, look troubled.

Soon, my husband is falling asleep next to me. It hurts my feelings. How can he not stay awake during the most significant moment of my life? If I can’t talk to him, I’ll talk to God. Why would God wait until the baby’s birth to start speaking? “We have a lot going on right now,” I whisper. “You could’ve revealed this to me a few months ago.”

The dismay quickly passes. I ask him to tell me secrets about my favorite people. He starts to share it all. I scroll through Spotify, tap the first Christian worship playlist I see, and grab a notepad to keep track of all he’s saying.

This is how it starts.
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The first episode arrives before puberty.

I am lightheaded. My limbs tingle. My heart races, and I am disoriented. My bedroom walls are closing in on me. I cannot catch my breath. I am trapped in someone else’s body, and there’s no way to escape. My loved ones are suddenly strangers. Then, the terror subsides, and I am overwhelmed by confusion. I check the time. Only a few minutes have passed. I would’ve bet my iPod that it had been hours. I have heard talk about crazy people before. Maybe this is how it begins. The anxiety rises to my throat when I think about it, so I brush it off and block it all from memory. I have no choice but to move on and hope it was a fluke. I make it a few days before it happens again. Oh no, oh no, oh no.

This, I will eventually learn, is called a panic attack. I will learn to live with the terror, even though I am only eleven years old.
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FIFTEEN YEARS BEFORE

I turn the bathtub handle to the left and wait for the water to warm. It’s been a year since the attacks started, and they are worse when I am alone. I consider skipping showers to avoid the terrifying moment I realize another episode is on its way but worry I’ll stink. Instead, I improvise, taking a Sweet Valley High book into the bathroom to prevent even a second of solitude. I shrug when my mother finds a soggy paperback in my room and offer no explanation. The anxiety begins to take even more from me. My grades slip. My family becomes used to my moodiness—the anxiety makes me emotional. It is all chalked up to prepubescent angst. I am the only one who knows I’m falling apart, and the weight is too much to bear.

I do not know how far things will go. I am twelve when I sit by Crystal on the school bus, the empty seat beckoning. She has strawberry-blonde hair and a Southern twang when she speaks. She tells me she just moved to the neighborhood from Kentucky. I like her immediately. When my parents meet her, they are wary for reasons they do not articulate. I do not care. Her home life isn’t great, and I try to comfort her as best a twelve-year-old can. One day, out of the blue, she whispers that she knows how to disassemble a razor to get to the blade inside. I do it sometimes, she tells me. It helps with everything. This intrigues me. I’ve just hit puberty and have started shaving my legs. I have a razor. I can figure it out. Harming myself is a new thought, but the anxiety leaves me desperate to feel something. There’s no downside, I think.

I cannot ignore the release I feel when I see blood. I will forget the gory details—for once, my brain keeps me safe—but the relief is immediate. I am ashamed, of course. Who wouldn’t be? I know better. My behavior humiliates me. I am unable to fully commit—too scared to cut deeply—but the shallow wounds I create still provide comfort. Dabbing my arms with toilet paper becomes normal; wearing long sleeves on the hottest Florida days until the cuts disappear is a frequent practice. We all self-sabotage in different ways. Mine happened to be violent.

A few months after I meet my friend, I draft a suicide note. Instead of paying attention to my science teacher droning on about the periodic table, I brainstorm the best way to kill myself. My eight-year-old sisters can’t be the ones who find me. I raise my hand and ask to go to the bathroom. I lock myself into a stall and sob. I am too young to watch PG-13 movies but old enough to crave the end.

My parents keep me safe. They will do anything for me. My father once looked at me with serious eyes and said, “You won’t ever get in trouble for telling us something we wouldn’t have found out ourselves.” Years later, I will joke that they are the one topic that doesn’t come up in therapy. Their door is always open. Like the time when I was ten years old and looking for a hobby.

I attempt tennis before deciding I don’t like to sweat. Then comes piano lessons; I do not have the discipline to practice at home. I take a stab at cheerleading before realizing I’m not flexible enough to do a forward roll. Eventually, I decide that my passion is spending time online. No one acknowledges the absurdity. On the Christmas tree that year, three ornaments signal our interests: a basketball for one sister, a gymnast for the other, and a tiny computer to represent my love of the internet.

We go on yearly vacations. Birthday parties are gorgeous affairs. Nightly family dinners around the kitchen table are a requirement. My parents would leap into action if they knew. But they aren’t mind readers, and I do an impressive job convincing them and everyone else that nothing is seriously wrong with me. I cannot tell them this. Even if I wanted to, how on earth would I find the words?

One of my friends—a child herself—senses that I am in danger. She tells the school counselor, who calls my parents. Their faces are etched with concern when they find out. It’s every parent’s worst fear. You will do anything to keep your child safe. But how do you protect them from themselves? I start therapy for the first time, and it will not be the last.

I am cagey with the therapist—no one can know about the panic attacks. My report card comes back with a failing grade for the first time. I have disappointed everyone. The school year ends. I strive to be better and find my footing as a bright, outgoing child. I beg my parents to take me to the mall; my clothes are now from Hollister and Abercrombie & Fitch. Dorky eyeglasses are tossed in favor of contacts. I weasel into the eighth-grade popular crowd and feel like I’ve figured it all out. The Fabulous Five, four of my closest friends and I call ourselves. I will never feel lonely again.

The panic attacks still happen. I am suffocating.

I do not know what to do.
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About 2 percent of adolescents experience panic disorder in their lifetime.1 I have never been particularly fortunate.

When I am nine, my parents take away my library card as a punishment for misbehaving. It is more effective than depriving me of television. Reading is the only escape I have. I wander the stacks, savoring the smell of the books in the young adult section. The library allows me to check out thirty-five books at a time. This delights me. I fall down Wikipedia rabbit holes and file away obscure, useless facts that never come up in conversation. No one is surprised when I decide I will one day be a journalist.

I love to learn, but that does not apply to what’s happening in my brain. I cope by avoiding the topic. When I tell my therapist that our sessions have made me feel much better, she looks pleased with herself. My convincing answers allow me to coast through until she says I no longer need to come. It is easy to figure out what people want to hear, even as a child. I am happy to be done.

It takes me years to find the courage to google what I am experiencing. Once I decide to do research, I cannot quite find the words. My hands shake as I type in phrases like “suddenly feeling confused” and “trapped in someone else’s body.” None of the results ever resonate. I learn about dissociative episodes when I am eighteen. It is the first time I feel close to having an answer.

I scroll through an article about dissociative identity disorder, hoping this is it. There are some commonalities between my panic attacks and the symptoms spelled out on my screen, but it doesn’t feel right. I don’t meet the diagnostic criteria for the condition, once known as multiple personality disorder. Someone with dissociative identity disorder has separate, distinct identities that they transition between. This isn’t a struggle of mine. I give up. Maybe I am the first person in the world to go through this. I’ve spent too much time thinking about it, I tell myself. My curiosity might trigger an episode.

I watch old episodes of House when I am bored. I dream of a deadpan but brilliant physician who can figure out why I am going crazy, all in a forty-five-minute television episode. My desire for a doctor to fix things isn’t desperate enough to make me see one. I frantically try to pinpoint what is wrong on my own. I am better equipped to deal with the complexities of mental health as a newly minted adult than I was at eleven years old, but I still lack the language to articulate what is happening to me. I finally work up the courage to tell someone.

I am driving home from college one night with my phone in my lap and my boyfriend on speakerphone. I take a big breath before rushing out the secret I’ve been holding in—that I have struggled with panic for years. That it’s getting worse, and I don’t see a way out. A long pause. “I love you,” he says. “But I don’t feel equipped to help you.” I regret opening up in the first place. He gently asks if I’ve considered therapy. I take it as an insult.

The call ends, and I am furious with myself for my vulnerability. But a seed has been planted. I trust him more than anyone. He’s one of the smartest people I know. If he thinks that I need to seek help, I might need it. Some part of me is desperate enough to believe him.

A few weekends later, I am at my parents’ house, the same place where the terror first began. I ask them for help finding someone to talk to, rushing through the question so fast that my words are hard to separate. They are my first call when I have a scary decision. I can’t imagine finding a therapist on my own. I’m only nineteen, after all.

They send me the counselor’s name, and I make the appointment. I adore her from the first time we meet. She’s a licensed mental health intern in her late twenties—old enough to be authoritative but young enough to feel relatable. It is essential that she likes me, too. She is a Christian, and we open and close our sessions with prayer. I finally feel at ease. She explains things in a way that makes sense. I open up.

My boyfriend and parents know that I am in therapy, but they still don’t know how bad things really are. When I randomly burst into tears, I tell them school is causing me to freak out. My parents suggest taking fewer credit hours the following semester; I nod, unsure how to explain that one fewer class on my schedule will not solve any of my problems. My trusted therapist knows I struggle, but she is the only one, and even she doesn’t know the full intensity and severity. I can’t cause unnecessary concern by being dramatic. Plenty of people have it worse than I do. It does not occur to me that I might need someone—anyone—to worry about me.
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I try to hide from the flashing cameras and paparazzi who yell my name, but they exhaust me. My hand shakes as I raise it to shield my eyes, and I cower in a spot in the corner of the room. I must shrink myself till I disappear. Every news organization in the world wants a piece of me—from the huge ones I’ve admired for years to tiny blog sites that receive no web traffic. I have always wondered what fame might feel like. I used to watch American Idol in envy of ordinary people who become superstars overnight. Now that it is happening to me, I hate it.

Everyone has questions for me. Actually, they have questions for God. I am the only person on the planet with direct access to him, and the crowds will not leave me alone until I pass along their inquiries. I wake up. Or maybe I was never sleeping? I am not sure. Is this all real, or is it a heavenly vision I need to interpret?

Only God knows, and he’s not ready to tell me. I flip my thin pillow over and try to go back to sleep.
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SEVEN YEARS BEFORE

When I hang up the phone, I feel like I’m dreaming. The man on the other end of the line has offered a journalism internship at one of the state’s best newspapers. I’m a twenty-year-old student, and it is a dream come true. I text my family excitedly. Things are looking up.

Later that week, I am hospitalized for suicidal ideation.

The fake-it-till-you-make-it strategy I developed as a teenager gets me far. I take advanced courses throughout high school and leave with honors, giving a rousing graduation speech to my classmates. I move into my college apartment full of hope. Soon, I join student organizations and rush a sorority, all while obsessing over my grade point average. I am in love with the long-distance boyfriend who got me into therapy, and I feel confident we’ll get married one day. I am not just normal. I am thriving.

My mental health episodes have not gone away, but I am so busy that they faze me less. Between classes, sorority events, extracurricular activities, and planning visits with my boyfriend, I barely have time to shower and sleep. I’ve finally cracked the code.

I take my last semester final on a Monday in early December, excited for the upcoming holiday. On the one-and-a-half-hour drive home, things start to crumble. I feel like the little girl of my youth, waiting for the anxiety to choke me again. My boyfriend suggests a casual date to cheer me up when I tell him I don’t feel well. I run out of the coffee shop weeping for reasons I can’t describe. The next day, I can barely get out of bed. The panic attacks are relentless, and the coping mechanisms are not working. I try to journal. I attempt to pray. My stomach relaxes as I exhale after deep breaths. Nothing gives me more than a few minutes of relief.

I force myself to daydream about the future and wonder whether I am dealing with seasonal blues that will go away when the sun doesn’t set so early. Accepting the journalism internship—and watching the social media likes roll in after I share the news on Facebook—is a welcome distraction. But I cannot escape an uncomfortable truth: I am not sure I’ll make it to the summer.

I have hidden how bad things are from my family, friends, and therapist for almost a decade. My mind is tired of pretending. Staying in my pajamas and refusing to eat is a relief. Allowing myself to collapse feels like surrender. I no longer have it in me to go through the motions. Everyone is terribly concerned. The attention feels comforting.

My mother brings me a slice of toast and gingerly asks how I am. The dam breaks, and I say the word suicidal aloud for the first time in years. Things move quickly. It is time to go to the emergency room.

I fidget in the car on the thirty-minute drive and balk at the imposing hospital building. I do not know what to expect. When I picture a psychiatric ward, I think of the stuff you see in horror movies. Will I be safe? Once inside, I change into a too-small gown and wait, willing
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SIX YEARS BEFORE
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