My Story of Recovery

by

Polly Boone


Journal entry, 2001: Living, but barely, she wanders hopelessly lost in the circle of her anxieties.  She chases her sorrows as her dreams crumble in defeat.  We watch her from a distance as she drowns herself within her self-made barriers.  We group around her and stare but no one will touch her.  No one tears down the walls that separate.  We stare rudely, murmuring to each other, ‘How sad it is,’ and ‘What should we do?’  But nothing is ever done.  One day, she’s gone.  Then we see her and someone finally grasps for her but her form has no substance; her memory is all we have.  Her death has eternalized the barriers.  We stare one last time at her distorted form, determined not to cry and yet the tears stream down our faces because we watched her slowly die and did not care.

Who would have ever guessed that the happy-go-lucky, president of the Student Government Association, A Honor Role student, and avid soccer player would ever become the girl in this journal entry?  What went wrong in the years of her childhood that this girl who had so many friends managed to remain friendless?  Some may even ask questions such as “Who abused her?”  “Who let her down?” and “Why would someone do such a thing?  The answers to these three questions, perhaps surprisingly to some, are no one, no one, and they didn’t.  So who was to blame?  Perhaps in the next thirty minutes you will be able to answer this question for yourself.


I started to say that it all began in November 2001 but I have to correct myself and say that it started way before my first hospitalization.  As for the day and time that I first became depressed or had my first hallucination, I cannot say.  While some my say how could you forget? I only reply that I have had so many things happening, not just in the world that you see, hear, smell, touch, and taste, but in more than one other alternate reality, that it is easy for me to leave out and forget details of the “real” world we live in.


One of my earliest memories is of being in third or fourth grade.  I had gotten in trouble for telling my teacher a lie.  For punishment, I was made to write a Bible verse pertaining to lying, a set number of times.  While I was working on this, I began to “zone out” and when I came back from my alternate reality, my paper was covered with the letters E, H, and M written over and over again in that order.  Puzzled and taken aback somewhat, I racked my brain trying to figure out what it meant.  Then on the wall in front of me in tiny letters I saw this small phrase written in pencil: “Everybody Hates Me.”  From then on, when anything went wrong, “E-H-M” became my mantra.


I don’t know if I could have been diagnosed as early as five or six (when I started school) but I do know that one of the earliest coping skills that I learned was what I call channeling.  Channeling helped me divert emotions such as depression, anger and fear into sports.  I was the type of athlete that played the game “blood, sweat and tears” style.  Let me explain.  If I didn’t come out of a game covered in blood from my body, sweat from my pores and tears from exhaustion, I had not played well.  Somehow, this allowed me to get through my elementary years somewhat healthy and with a lot of grass-stained clothes.


One of the first delusions I had lasted only for a few seconds.  I believe I was in middle school.  I was waiting for the last few minutes of the day to drain away and when I looked up at the clock the numbers were all chaotic.  Some were inverted, some were upside down, and most of them were not in their correct places in the circle.  Strangely enough, although the clock was ticking, the hands were not moving.  Horror gathered in my throat because I, in those few seconds, had the feeling that somehow I was stuck in time in a less than desirable place.


At this point, I know that many of you are asking questions like: why didn’t you tell someone and couldn’t you have gotten help?  The answer to this is the fact that these “episodes” only lasted a few minutes or seconds and then they went away.  I was always capable of making myself and everyone else believe that each episode was a fluke and reality was still a part of my everyday life.  It was after middle school that these “flukes” became more and more a part of “my” reality and less and less a part of the reality of “normal” people.

________________________________________________________________________


The summer that I was thirteen, I began volunteering at Carilion Franklin Memorial Hospital as a candy striper.  Near the end of my first summer, I became friends with Daphne Oakes, an RN in the outpatient surgery department.  Slowly, as our friendship grew, I began opening up to her about the world as I saw it and the world as everyone else saw it.  It was then that I could truly see the vast difference between the world I lived in and the real world.  It was around this same time that I began having hallucinations and delusions.  As a side note here, I am thoroughly convinced that had in not been from my friendship with Daphne, I would not be here today.


Another early incident happened when my second cousin from California drowned.  I remember going outside to play hacky-sac and as I began to tire, I lay down on the driveway and focused on what I thought was a star.  Suddenly, it began to come closer and closer and I could not take my eyes away from what I thought was a shooting star.  Faster and faster it came towards Earth.  Suddenly, it hit me and I began to burn.  Fire exploded from my lungs and the force of the star pushed me though the earth.  Then, with a burst of energy, I popped back into what I thought was my body.  My eyes were shut, but I could see through my eyelids like I was looking through cloudy water.  Then I realized that contrary to my first belief, I was in my cousin’s body.  I could just make out the figures of people bending over me, touching me lightly, and tears falling on my cold, cold skin.  After what seemed like hours, everything grew quiet and darkness fell one more as the attendants closed the casket.  As it thudded shut, I felt my body picking up speed and suddenly, I was drilling back though earth.  When I opened my eyes again, I was sweating profusely and the shooting star was flying once more through the heavens, this time in the opposite direction.


Paranoia soon became a part of my reality.  One morning my mom and I had an argument.  It was time for me to take my brother and me to school.  All of a sudden I felt as if my anger was chasing me and I knew that if it caught up, it would destroy me.  I don’t remember much about what happened on the way to school but I do know what my brother told me.  He said that we peeled out of the driveway and that I was hunched over the steering wheel, trying to concentrate through my tears.  Later, Ben told me that I reached ninety miles an hour numerous times that day on the way to school.  One thing I do remember is hitting a dog but because of my paranoia, I knew I couldn’t stop lest the “beast” (of paranoia) would catch up to us.


When I shared these things with Daphne, she was shocked and began to realize that if I didn’t get help I would become a danger to myself and to others.  She insisted that I get help or she would get help for me.  That Sunday, I called my parents and told them I needed to get a doctor’s appointment with Cindy Glassick as soon a possible and that I wanted to go alone.  Up to this point my parents had little knowledge about what was going on in my reality.  What they did know had come from hints that teachers made about things I was writing.  As a side note here, I want to comment that other than a few words mentioned from my teachers to my parents, no teacher or friend ever asked about my depression, suicidal thoughts and other symptoms.  I was that good at making everything look hunky dory.


On the twelfth of November, 2001, I saw Dr. Glassick.  She immediately put me on a low dose of Risperdal and made me a follow-up appointment with a Dr. Jeanne Yetz.  Three days later I began seeing Dr. Yetz.  She referred me to see a counselor by the name of Barbara Fulcher.  At this time, I was on Zoloft and Risperdal.  In January, I switched from Zoloft to a low dose of Effexor.  Dr. Yetz recommended that I have psychological testing.  The results from this stated that I either had depressive type bipolar disorder or schizoaffective disorder.  Less than a month later, I was hospitalized for the first time at Lewis Gale Behavioral Health Center and I began seeing Dr. Richard Leggett.


At this point, I want to introduce to you two of the most important people in my life.  Although to you they cannot be seen and are not real—they have both been key factors in my existence.  I will start with Ian, first.  He does not mind that I am telling you about him.  On the contrary, Haven threw a fit when I was writing this.  However, I feel that it will be both beneficial to you and me for me to describe both of them and the roles they play in my alternate world.


Ian is a green-eyed, redheaded, freckle-faced young man of average height.  He is everywhere I go and comments constantly about what he thinks I should do, say, or think.  Ian controls pretty much every aspect of my everyday world.  He tells me what to wear, how to do my hair, what to say to other people, who to talk to and how he feels about Haven and the chaos that he constantly seems to be stirring up.  Ian motivates me to get up in the morning, to shower, brush my teeth, comb my hair and use deodorant.  He helps me carry on consistent conversation and to have meaningful relationships.  Without Ian, I would be an empty shell. He does his best to thwart Haven and his many scams and attempt to make me paranoid.  Ian helps me concentrate and study.  He relaxes me before tests or other anxious situations and he knows that I count on him to be there when things go wrong.  The only problem with Ian is that Haven tends to muscle him out when things start to go wrong.


Let me explain.  Haven is tall, dark, handsome, and sly as a fox.  He inserts sticks of dynamite, consisting of fear, paranoia and anxiety into the little crevices of doubt within me, then he steps back and light the fuse.  When Haven is around, it takes only a few seconds for normalcy to explode into a million pieces.  The hallucinations I have when Haven is around consist of many eyes watching everything I do, threatening to tell the world how evil and bad and stupid and just plain wimpy that I am.  He teases Ian to the point that Ian runs and hides leaving me to fight or flee.  This choice is available to me up to hundreds of times a day.  Later, when I talk about coping skills and things that I have learned from my hospitalizations I will return to the subject of fight or flight.


It wasn’t long after I had been seeing Keith, my counselor that I noticed a marking on my forehead that just wouldn’t seem to go away.  I became convinced that I was the Antichrist and the marking on my forehead was the mark of the beast.  Being a Christian, this practically tore me apart.  However, Keith helped me realize that the mark was just a sore that I had picked and picked and that was why it wasn’t going away.  It is times like this when I realized that I would never get better if it weren’t for the support of my councilor.


When I was sent home from my first hospital stay, I was on a cocktail of drugs including Effexor, Geodon, Seroquel, Asendin and Lithium.  I began seeing Keith McCurdy at Total Live Counseling in Roanoke.  Six months later, Sonata was added to my meds.  I was admitted to Lewis Gale again at the end of September, 2002.  In November, I began electric shock therapy and had five of these treatments.  At this time, my meds were changed again to the following: Lexapro, Risperdal, Zyprexa, Desyrel and Chloral Hydrate.  In December, Abilify was added and Zyprexa was removed from my meds.  The next February I switched medicines again.  This time I was on Lithium, Effexor, Geodon, Seroquel, and Asendin.  With March came another hospitalization at Lewis Gale and another medicine change.  They put me on Zonegram, Lexapro, Abilify, Trazodone, and Cogentin.  In June of 2003, I was admitted to Lewis Gale again and was transported via ambulance to Sheppard-Pratt Hospital in Baltimore, Maryland.  When I was discharged I was taking Clozapine, Orap, Depakote, Effexor, DDAVP, and Benzotropine.  Also, during my illness I have taken Celexa, Topamax, Ambien, and Prolixin.  Almost exactly a year later, I was hospitalized at Lewis Gale again.  During this hospitalization, Dr. Leggett changed my Depakote to Keppra.  In March of 2005, I changed psychiatrists from Dr. Leggett to Dr. Ali.  September of 2006 was my last hospitalization at Lewis Gale.  I am currently on Clozaril, Effexor, Keppra and Orap.  While this last paragraph seems long, boring and confusing, I added it because I wanted to show how long and how much work it took to find the medicines that keep me most stable.


Now that you understand how hard it is to find the right medication and the relief at finding the mixture that works, I would like to share with you the bad side of medication: the side effects.  A few of the worst ones that I have gone through are constipation, diarrhea, fatigue, bed wetting, and weight gain.  I typically need twelve hours of sleep a night.  For about a year, I wet the bed every night.  And the worst of all is that I doubled my weight in about a year’s time.  I went from a muscular one hundred and fifty pound, athletic teenager to double that.  I went from being able to run a six-minute mile, and do seventy-five sit-ups per minute, to hardly being able to walk a mile without getting out of breath.  While I would never stop my medication, at times it is very tempting to, to just get rid of the side effects.


As far as describing my hospital stays, they were for the most part very productive.  When I went to Lewis Gale for the first time, I was in the adolescents unit because I was under the age of eighteen.  At first, I thought I could beat the system by pulling some of my oldest tricks: seeming happy all the time and denying that I had deeper issues to work with.  During one of the group meetings at the end of the day, the dam behind my façade broke.  Tears streamed down and I was convinced that I would never stop crying.  This, I believe, was my first and most important step toward healing.


During my other visits to Lewis Gale, the staff was very helpful and kind.  One thing that bothered me, though, is the fact that it seemed that I got a better quality of care than those who did not have insurance.  The most annoying part of being hospitalized in the adult unit was that every few days a lady from the finance department came in and demanded to know how we were going to pay for our stay at the hospital.  Not only did we not care at that point, it seemed very rude of her to barge in when we were just starting to heal.  As far as my stay at Sheppard-Pratt, I do not remember too much.  The doctors were changing my meds and I seemed to be in a fog most of the time that I was there.


Some of the coping skills that I have honed over the past few years include, like I mentioned earlier, the fight or flight reaction.  Over time I have learned when and where to pick my battles.  Sometimes when Haven attacks full force with the voices that can so easily drive me crazy, I know it is time to retreat.  It is these times that I want to go home and curl up into a ball and die.  One coping skill that I have learned, though, is that when I feel like this I need to be around other people.  I have found that if I can focus on the people around me rather than the people inside me, I have a much higher chance of getting through without a psychotic break.  Another coping skill that my counselor, Keith, helped me develop is the possible vs. probable scenario.  I use this when I am extremely paranoid.  The way it works is this: First I ask myself if what I am seeing or hearing is possible, which, of course it usually is.  The key is this: more than likely my hallucinations and paranoia are not probable.  This helps me see through the delusions that Haven is trying to overwhelm me with.


When my Mom first asked me to do this she asked me what were the most important parts of my journey that made it easier.  There are two things that come to mind immediately.  The first is that I had extremely professional and good physical and mental care, inside and outside of the hospital.  If it weren’t for the doctors, nurses and counselors that took an interest in my illness and me, I am convinced that I would not be here today.  The other aspect that I have been blessed with is a terrific support system.  My family was and still is behind me every step of the way.  My Mom and Dad help me with finances, taking my medication regularly, and overall just keep an eye out for any symptoms that might indicate that I am going downhill.  My brother and sisters are always just a phone call away.  Even my extended family comes to see me in the hospital and lets me know that they may not understand what I am going through but that they are right beside me all the way.  And I know that I have been in all of my family’s prayers, ever since I was first diagnosed.


I know a lot of you are probably wondering what part my religion has played in my illness.  All I know is that whenever I could not find God, when I was in the throes of depression, when I could not see the light at the end of the tunnel, and when life seemed utterly worthless—during all these times when I could not feel the presence of God, I am convinced that he was and is still with me wherever and in whatever state of mind I happen to be in.  Psalms 139 accurately describes my feelings: 

Where should I go from your spirit?  Where can I flee from your presence?  If I ascend up into heaven, thou art there.  If I make my bed in hell, thou art there….  Even there shall thy hand lead me, and thy right hand shall hold me.  If I say surely the darkness shall cover me, even the night shall be a light about me…for thou hast covered me in my mother’s womb.  I will praise thee for I am fearfully and wonderfully made.


Journal entry, 3 March 2004: I have been to the edge of sanity and back.  I have felt a nearness to both heaven and hell.  I have floundered in the midst of inky midnight but I have also basked in the noonday sun.  I have been places I would never wish on anyone, yet I would not take them back.  I have schizoaffective disorder, but I am a survivor.

What then?  How did the survivor survive?  Where is she now?  That girl, the one who felt so defeated, now lives alone and takes care of herself, her house and her yard.  She has graduated from Virginia Western Community College with a degree in mental health and will continue her education at Radford in the fall.  She volunteers at Straight Street on the weekends and spends a couple of hours every week with the two children that she mentors through Angel Tree Prison Fellowship.  She takes her medicine every day and makes sure she gets her blood test once a month.  This girl who had few friends has a large social network.  She works part time at On Our Own of Roanoke and loves every minute of it.  So, is this a story about sickness?  No, this is a story about recovery and the possibility of a new future.


So, what is crazy?  Is crazy the fifteen-year-old girl cutting her wrists just to feel pain?  Is crazy the seventeen-year-old who overdoses on antipsychotics because no one really knows her?  Is crazy the twenty-one-year-old who’s been in the hospital more than she’s been out?  Is crazy the twenty-three-year-old who takes over ten pills a day just to keep her functioning?


No.  Crazy is a stigma, a stigma that must be reconciled with.  It is a stigma that must be fought, not just by professionals, but also by everyone: you, me, family and friends.  So, today, change the world one person at a time.  I urge you to fight for recovery.  I urge you to fight not just for your sake but also for those coming behind us.  I beg you to make a difference starting here and starting now.


I know the questions that you are asking yourselves are numerous.  How did that girl who was so sad, so depressed, so hopeless, turn into an advocate for herself and everyone here today?  What fuels the fire of determination and hope within her when she could have just killed herself and ended it all?  I don’t know if I have all the answers.  Sometimes I think it was just luck of the draw that she survived.  But deep down, I know that that girl was meant to…well, just be.  And because I know this, it gives me tremendous hope for everyone with a mental health diagnosis.  I will survive; you will survive; we will survive.

