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HOW DOES MENTAL ILLNESS AFFECT SPOUSES, FAMILY AND FRIENDS?

I have a mental illness called bipolar disorder otherwise known as manic-depression. There is BP I disorder, where moods can swing from very low (depression) to very high (mania).  I am BP II, meaning I still experience depression, however, the high (mania) is lesser of a degree and therefore named hypomania.

For the last decade I have literally ‘lived’ in hospitals.  In and out, in and out.  My husband, of twenty-five years, has stood by me through these turbulent years.  Ten years of endless hospitalizations, ECT (electro-convulsive therapy – shock treatments), suicide attempts, and a myraid of medications. 

My immediate family has always been there for me, always a gentle hand and a listening ear.  Friends?  They were supportive at first, came in droves to the hospital for visits, but as the years lingered on, so did they.  If this had been cancer or heart disease, which are illnesses also – would they have been by my side?  I believe it is the stigma attached to mental illness that drives people away.

Are mentally ill people dangerous?  A big NO.

A family member totally cut ties with us during the early years of my major depression and hospitalizations, as he thought I was dangerous and feared for his children.  At Christmas time, we receive a card – but I am excluded from the inscription.

Another family member visited me in hospital and stated that I had a ‘bad case of the nerves’.  I hardly had bad nerves – depression was holding on to me like a ‘dirty shirt’.

My husband found it very lonely and frustrated at home during my hospitalizations, as I seemed more ill with each admission.  Sometimes he voiced that I looked like a person heading towards death.  I lacked motivation, and my facial expression was tired and drawn looking.  In a strange way, while I was in hospital I wished to break free and be home, but when I was home I wanted to go back to hospital.  I think this is called conditioning.

What scared my husband the most during those endless years was most definitely the

suicide attempts.  He felt powerless and angry that the system was letting me down and I was becoming worse.  While on passes from the hospital, he never knew what to find when returning home after work.   

At a dead-end with my psychiatrist of six years, I was rescued by a wonderful psychiatrist who is an authority in my infirmity.  Weekly appointment sessions, strong-minded effort, and a new combination of medications have literally given me back my life.  My new doctor has pointed out that bipolar disorder is a life-long illness, but can be treated with the correct medication.  The secret being – you must stay on your medication to remain well and give it a chance to work.

Life is so different now, I am slowing returning to the way things used to be before the black depressions and hospitalizations.
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