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Like most people, I truly believed that making smart life choices would guarantee me prosperity.  When I met my future husband, a Duke University Summa Cum Laude graduate and a Yale law school student, I truly thought I had hitched my wagon to a star.  He was kind, moral, ethical, religious, and we loved each other passionately.  And it was a smart decision. By all logic, it should have paid off.

I had no intuition at all that the poisonous cloud of mental illness would totally engulf our lives and putrefy them with its stench.  For 20 years our entire family went spinning out of control, out of logic and reason, totally as a result of the severe undiagnosed mental illness of my husband.  Nothing that I ever thought or dreamed of came to pass.  We lived at poverty level. We became functionally isolated from everyone.  My self-esteem was shattered.  I had not succeeded in accomplishing any of my dreams or expectations.  Our family was seriously dysfunctional.  I felt like a terrible mother, wife and citizen.  I was a complete failure.

My husband suffers from severe OCD with psychotic dimensions and major clinical depression.  He settled into religious obsessions and compulsions I now have a label for: "Scrupulosity".  Our family was forced to join with him in religious obsessions way beyond rationality and fraught with terrible financial sacrifice, but not so psychotic as to be obvious.  A most difficult dimension was that fundamentalist Christians supported, encouraged -- even took advantage of this extremity. At one point, my husband was even stockpiling weapons to "save us when the Anti-Christ came". I was criticized because I was not properly submissive and supportive. He loved to preach on the end times, and folks believed him. There was so much crazy thinking that was subtle - interpreted by many to be saintly - that I lost my sense of reality.  I was so miserable, but I also harbored a lot of pride and fear of sin. I believed in God, but where was He?  No matter how I tried, I couldn't find the right strings to pull to manipulate God to take some of the pain out of our lives.  I never told anyone what was really going on in our family. No one offered me dependable feedback. Isolation was complete! 

My healing began with a rediscovery of ME.
My first insight came with the revelation that no one can be responsible for my happiness but me. I took back my life. How I came to believe that, I do not know, but the revelation was sudden and life changing.  I had the power within me to choose happiness, and no one had the power to take it away from me.  I did not have to participate on all of this crazy thinking and doing! I could draw a line in the sand and refuse to cross over. That was the beginning of my psychological separation from insanity. I demanded we stop moving.  I established a home for my children. I got a good job. That was the root of finding myself and a rebirth of some self confidence. I shut out and stopped participating in the extreme religiosity. I became more confident of my ability to perceive reality, even when other folks were blaming me and telling me I was wrong. I began to believe God loved me with the love beyond the telling of it. He could handle my need to go back and start over from the beginning on my terms to develop a healthy relationship with Him.

My second life buoy was the family therapist that became involved with our family when my 13-year-old daughter threatened suicide.  He was generally terrible.  He didn't have a clue about what was really wrong with our family.  He tended to focus on changing me because I paid the most attention and tried the hardest to be flexible.  But even though he didn't help a great deal, I held onto him when I toyed with ideas of death, the great escape. I didn't feel so alone. I had someone to talk to.

Finally, a great miracle happened.  Our house burned down on a beautiful Sunday afternoon in July.  Like the best of humor, this gift was both terrible and wonderful at the same time.  My husband became non-functional and was hospitalized for the first time.  The diagnosis of psychotic OCD was made. Medications helped some (but never a lot).  He gained priceless, priceless insight. I finally had a name for the craziness.  The game finally had some rules. I got a job in Fort Wayne and we never moved back into that house. Fort Wayne had a very strong AMI.  And Fort Wayne AMI had a spouse support group.  

As all spouses of the mentally ill do, I tormented myself with unresolved questions about why I stayed in the marriage.  Was I stupid?  Was I weak?  Was I a coward?  And what had this cowardice done to my children?  Certainly our family was highly dysfunctional and terribly depressed. In the AMI spouse group, I became acquainted with other intelligent, capable, insightful, independent spouses who had chosen to remain in the marriage, as I had done. One lady in particular modeled for me successful, happy living despite the disability. Together we analyzed our predicaments and our decisions.  We learned together that all of us recognized, perhaps subconsciously, the terrible debilitated vulnerable state our spouses were in.  We were surprised to discover that all of us felt the spouse would die if we left.  We all decided together that we were probably right.  We also explored the value of commitment to an ill spouse.  If my husband had been paralyzed in a car wreck, I would not have left.  If he had Alzheimer's, I would not desert him.  So, if he has mental illness, I will not leave either.  And in this spouse group, we formed true honest relationships for the first time in many years.  What a salve wonderful friendships are on the festering sores of life. I learned to laugh again.

I learned how to regain my lost self and set workable boundaries.  I confronted my spouse's behaviors I couldn't tolerate, and I drew more lines in the sand.  The boundaries held and life got better for all of us.

And you know, I've discovered I'm proud of me for making those decisions.  I must answer to my own sense of right and wrong.  I need to like ME, and I do.  I'm not a failure. I have conquered the worst of adversity without compromising my values. I'm a hero!  Hurray for me!

I decided to come out of the closet, although my husband objected strenuously in the beginning. I decided to be an active member of AMI.  I decided to talk about all of the pain to others.  I decided to turn around the pain, to make it count for something, to help other people who were equally as lost and confused and crushed by mental illness in their families.  I decided I was not embarrassed.  And by this choice I found a wonderful calling and spiritual restoration.

My freedom from shame gave my husband permission to begin to accept his illness as just that, an illness like any other.  His acceptance of the illness, his newfound sense of personal responsibility to manage the illness, and his partnering with me in my mission were the rebirth of our marriage.

It is truly a great blessing to have passion in life, a reason to feel special and chosen. It is a blessing of immeasurable worth to make a positive difference in other people's lives.  My husband and I now share that passion. 

I've discovered that the experiences of my life have become the perfect preparation for the work of my life.  With that discovery the anger has evaporated and I am truly healed.

I like myself for that too.      
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