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I come from a humble, but hard working lineage:  I am the son of a U.S. Navy Vietnam Veteran 

who dedicated 35 years of his life in a GM factory; His father a firefighter for what was to become 

Metro Airport, and a plasterer for over 35 years.  I am the grandson of a man who traversed the coal 

mines of Kentucky.  I am the Nephew of a district principal, education and technology advisor, and 

special education teacher.  I grew up surrounded by inspiration and hard work; perseverance through 

adversity. Though I was encouraged to develop these admirable traits, I lived a pretty shielded life.  I 

had very few friends, and for the most part, only socialized with other family members.    

When I was 17, my life changed forever.  A dichotomous shift happened: It was if pure lightning 

had been poured into my mind.  It was the first time I was touched with the fire of mania.  I felt that 

the restraints had been removed. I felt free.  I felt empowered.  I felt…devastated.  I was terrified:  I 

became deeply afraid that I would hurt others.  How could I control this monster inside of me?  What if 

this change happened when I was with my family?  Would I wind up in a padded room?  Since I didn’t 

know how to control what was happening, I had to stop myself, by any means necessary, even if that 

meant suicide.  My sheltered life was gone…I was at war.    

   A few days later, a teacher who witnessed the event, offered me assurance and support:  

There was hope and that things would get better.  I had so many misconceptions about mental health, 

but she assuaged my fears and encouraged me to seek more professional help.  Looking back, it was 

my teacher’s assurance that saved my life, and started a lifelong crusade to help others like myself.  

The crusade began, however, with a very rocky start.  The war wasn’t going so well.  The next seven 

years of my life were filled with terrible storms.  My moods shifted as the passing sand, and I still had 

no idea what this monster was.  It would take two years before I was finally diagnosed with bipolar 

disorder.     

When I initially told my parents that I was diagnosed with bipolar disorder, they reacted with 

denial.  Their child could never have something like this.  My friends were supportive, but could not 

fully understand what I was going through.  Both my friends and family began to treat me differently, 

which made me feel completely alone, and without hope.  As my moods shifted as the waters, I 

weathered the storm, unsure of where the tide would take me.  I was being treated successfully 

medically, but I lacked emotional support from those around me.    



 Over time, I began to experience more and more discrimination because of my mental illness.  

Some were from my own family.  Some of my closest relationships became casualties of my illness.  I 

am not afraid to admit who I am, but there are many who are.  They fear that they may not have the 

support they need in order to fully treat it.  Some fear they will lose their friends and family, and all 

they have worked for.           

My therapeutic progress was in some ways stalled because of that lack of support.  During 

those dark years, when I first entered therapy, I made brief strides.  My psychiatrist and therapist 

began to teach me new skills, such as how to relate to others.  (I was very sheltered and had little 

ability to socialize).  They also encouraged me to learn more about mood disorders.  It was the first 

time that something really captivated me and I became obsessed.  I read every journal article and book 

I could get my hands on.  Although I had a hard time understanding it, I purchased the DSM IV (the 

handbook that mental health professionals use) and read how to spot and diagnose them.  I read the 

Physician’s Desk Reference to understand every kind of medication that could be prescribed to treat 

any manifesting symptom.   

It was around that time that I found my calling to psychology.  After a brief stint at a community 

college, I transferred to Eastern Michigan University and began my studies.  I tailored every psychology 

class that I took to focus on mood disorders through the concepts that were taught in class.  My 

obsession kept me going.   

All the while, the medications I had been taking began to take their toll on me.   When I was 

placed on a cocktail of medications (which included large doses of lithium), I was often in a zombie-like 

stupor.  The side effects made it incredibly difficult for me to concentrate or think at length.  When I 

started college, I struggled daily with even getting out of bed.  I slept 12 – 16 hours a day; going to bed 

at night, and waking up at 6pm the following night.  Because of the mood shifts and medications, I 

have a hard time remembering what my life was like from the age of 20-24.   

The next phase of my life began when I was 23.  I lost my father to colon cancer, and over a 

period of a few years, I began to doubt everything.  The glue that held my family together was gone.  I 

didn’t know if I could survive this.  My dad was the only person in my family that understood my 

condition.  So now what?  Who would I turn to now?  Through a series of events, my brother started 

going to church, and I soon followed.  Not long afterward, God saved me and I became a Christian.  



This new found support and purpose of living was what helped keep me going.  I think this was the 

pivotal moment which turned the tide in my recovery.   For the first time, I learned how to live beyond 

myself. 

I continued making progress, with the occasional setbacks.   After a total of nine years, I finally 

graduated college (I focus on the fact that despite living with a severe mental illness, I was able to 

persevere.)  For the first time, I began working full time.  Learning how to cope with the stresses of full 

time employment really helped me in so many ways.  I learned how to balance my responsibilities with 

my recovery.  This balance would be greatly needed in the coming years. 

In March 2009, I was in a serious car accident in which I sustained a serious traumatic brain 

injury.  The injury caused memory loss of my early childhood.  It slowed my cognitive processing (of 

which I’m convinced was permanently slowed by the medications I had taken before).  My modalities 

changed:  I had to re-learn how to learn.  To further add complications, my right eye was damaged so I 

am now unable to read text for extended periods of time.  Over time, I was able to adapt and find new 

ways of coping.  Each challenge brought new opportunities for growth and development.    

In the fall of 2011, my life began to change again in drastic ways, when I found out that my 

mother was diagnosed with lung cancer.  Through the ensuing months, I took her to countless doctor 

appointments, treatments, and specialists, all while trying to muddle through a few classes for 

graduate school.  I was being pulled in many different directions at once.  Everyone wanted something 

from me, but I found I was so drained, that I had very little to give.     

With the diminished light, I sank deeper and deeper into depression.  I had already lost my 

father in 2002 to cancer, how was I going to live through this?  I was frustrated, scared, and grieving; all 

at the same time, but I feared letting anyone know.  I didn’t know how these internal struggles would 

affect my mother’s recovery.  I hesitated even leaving the house for fear I wouldn’t be there when she 

needed me.  After months and months of uncertainty, my mother succumbed to cancer after being in 

the hospital for three days.  I was in the room with her when she died.  Although I had peace knowing I 

did all I could, It became a very lonely time. 

My life has had many different twists and turns; some of which I thought I’d never get through.  

I’ve had to weather some of the darkest storms of my life without a lot of personal support, but I 



survived.  I felt many times like I wouldn’t make it through, but I persevered.  I truly hope that I’ll be 

able to help others like me, and to make the kind of difference that my mental health professionals did 

for me.  Before I thought everyday was another round of punishment, now I cherish the opportunity to 

give back.   

Through my experiences, I have been able to encourage others with mental illness by letting 

them know that they are not alone, and there is hope.  There are hands to reach out for when they are 

deep within the chasmal darkness of despair.  There is support to help them down when their minds 

soar into the heavens.  Even though I have been through these battles myself, I have been able to forge 

on and lead a somewhat productive life.  I am almost ready to graduate with my master’s degree in 

clinical psychology.  I’m volunteering at NAMI Washtenaw and have been on the recovery panel at the 

Paths to Recovery conference for the last two years.   I’ve been given opportunities to help others at 

WCHO.  My journey has helped me recognize that there is hope, there is a light, there is a new dawn, 

and there is recovery. 


