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You alone can do it

But you can't do it alone

Recognising you need help and asking
are two different things. ..

Despite a 22 year history of several mental health
diagnoses* and with underpinning symptomatology being
there many years before | continue to struggle with issues
surrounding acceptance and denial, guilt and shame,
failure and self-value.

The greater aspect of my treatment was repeated invasive
strategies and prescription medication. That being several
dozen daily medications and a calculated 483 occasions
of electro-convulsive therapy (ECT) over a consecutive

10 year period under the instruction of the one
psychiatrist. Typically the treatments were conducted

with 2-3 attempts to electrically induce seizure activity,
equating to approximately 1,000 electrical shocks to

my brain.

This resulted in 1,679 days admission over the 10 years.
(8,650 days)

This represents 42 years in hospital.

Prior to these events, | had been admitted to three other
hospitals of various geographical locations, where these
aspects of psychiatric management were repeatedly
attempted over 12 years.

Every psychiatrist was informed of prior treatment
strategies and their effecftiveness. Yet it persisted despite
reported poor response to medication and only moderate
responses to ECT.

Placing faith and confidence in the psychiatrists'
professionalism | assumed this was the options to

pbest manage my illnesses. | was not placed under an
involuntary treatment order (ITO), so consent was enacted.

*Major Depression with suicidal & self-harming behaviours, rapid cycling
bi-polar affective disorder, schizo-affective disorder, anxiety, obsessive
compulsive disorder, post-traumatic stress disorder complicated by
diagnosis of epilepsy, hypo-thyroidism, obstructive sleep apnoea, chronic
rheumatoid pain

However, under the following circumstances my capacity
for giving informed consent was not appropriate. At the
later facility, the consent form was regularly presented

to me when lying flat on my back, with organ monitoring
leads on my chest and abdomen, blood pressure cuff on,
toes exposed, cannula ready to be inserted, awaiting the
psychiatrist to position the electrodes on my head. The form
did not disclose all evidence of the side effects of treatment.

lliness and treatment had resulted in the prolonged loss
of many societal roles to which | attached my identity and
measured my self-worth.

| no longer had the capacity:
e To sustain my marriage and to be a wife

e To be a mother, with as an infant my son being taken
from my care

e To sustain my career and employment despite having
three university/tertiary qualifications

e To acquire the "great Australian dream" of
home ownership

e To self commute as | was required to surrender my
licence

e To live the independent and fulfilled lifestyle which was
my ambition

Now 45 years of life and its' emotionally attached
memories and experiences were taken from me.
| was a hollow, exposed shell, without meaning,
purpose or aspirations.

However, although | struggle on a daily basis to adhere

to personal hygiene, (showering, dressing, combing

hair, brushing teeth) daily living tasks (get out of bed, go
outside to mail-box, put out wheelie bin, food preparation,
open blinds/curtains) to integrate into society (community
participation to complete chores, social, leisure, recreational
pursuits) and to challenge distorted thoughts and
cognitions | need to un-mask my inner securities and allow
for the fact that: | am not alone on my journey of life.
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With support | have now:

Had the courage to seek opinions and engage other
psychiatrists whose approach is much more inclusive,
challenging and encouraging

Completed numerous classes and programs addressing
the cognitive aspects of illness

Participate in regular counselling sessions with
a psychologist

The capacity to educate myself and to make
informed decisions empowering me to cease
some treatment options

Scheduled maintenance TMS therapy

Formed on-going/monitoring relationships with hospital
nursing and allied health professionals

Recognised the benefit of a "lifeline" counsellors

Receive financial support by DSP
(Disability Support Pension)

Established fortnightly appointments with my GP who
co-ordinates my holistic treatment plan — psychiatrist,
mental health plan, cardiologist, endocrinologist,
neurologist, sleep physician, rheumatologist

My medication management is well supported by way
of having my pharmacy assemble blister packs and give
knowledgeable advice

Although over the duration of my illnesses | have not
established any significant friendships since 1983,

| treasure those who have supported me long term

A new relationship partner

Trying to establish a relationship with my now adult
aged son

Access to paid community transport services

Been determined eligible to live 7-10 days twice a
month in 24 hour short term supported accommodation
The remainder | live in the community enhanced by the
employment of 1:1 support worker 2 days per week
Access twice weekly to participate in full day activity
support program

To enhance my daily support/care needs with

the appointment of a case manager | am eligible

for the services of the NDIS (National Disability
Insurance Scheme)

*Major Depression with suicidal & self-harming behaviours, rapid cycling
bi-polar affective disorder, schizo-affective disorder, anxiety, obsessive
compulsive disorder, post-traumatic stress disorder complicated by
diagnosis of epilepsy, hypo-thyroidism, obstructive sleep apnoea, chronic
rheumatoid pain

During the experience of acute
episodes I resent that I require so
much assistance to live daily...

...but from my supports I have
a tremendous amount to be
grateful for...

Especially my Mum and Dad

Well being won't change the past
but with support I hope it will
increase the actions of today
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Who was that nurse?

A patient’s story of thanks

When | come to the clinic, | often experience episodes of
dissociation and regression due to childhood trauma.

During this particular admission, | became increasingly
distressed one evening, as my mind turned to conflicts
with my family of origin. As | became more and more
upset, my thoughts and emotions spiralled out of control
and eventually | found myself on the floor of the bathroom.

| dissociated and experienced life from the eyes of

a younger part of myself, so the next part of the story
is written from Little Madeline’s* point of view.

She is five years old:

I am all alone and there is no one to help me.
I'am in a big scary house and I don't like it here.
I'am in my room looking at the brown carpet.

I don't like the brown carpet. I want to ask for
help but no one will come, and if T tell them I
am scared and upset, I might get into trouble.

So I'sit here and rock myself and I don't look up.
But I am crying lots now, so Big Madeline says to
press the big red button for emergencies. I look
at the button but I am too scared to press it coz

I don't want to make the nurses mad. I might get
into more trouble.

Eventually I hit the red button and I close my
eyes really really tight in case the person that
comes is scary and will be mean to me.

A nurse lady comes. She asks me stuff but I can't
talk to her or look at her because I am so scared.
I am so so so so scared.

Then she goes away and then another nurse lady
comes. This lady sits next to me and I like her
voice. She rubs my back and I like that. It makes
me better. I tell her about the carpet and how I
am scared. [ ask if I can go and live at her house.
She says no but she is still nice to me. She tells
me that we are in a hospital and shows me how
the floor is not carpet. It is made of pink tiles.
She tells me that I don't have to stay in the bad
house and how I can come to bed now.

She takes me to bed and talks to me about my
cats and chickens. Then she leaves but that is
okay because I know I am in hospital now and
my doctor will see me in the morning, Later
there is another lady nurse who comes in the
dark and gives me medicine. I like that nurse
lady too.

| have written this story from Little Madeline’s point of view
so that it will be obvious to all how powerful the simple
nursing actions were that evening. To be spoken to gently
and kindly, to be understood, to be spent time with so
patiently, and most of all to be soothed by a kind hand on
my back... These were the real medicines given.

| have dissociated like this many times in hospitals.
Sometimes my behaviour has been misunderstood and

| have been dismissed or chastised for what looks like
childish behaviour. However, when nurses interpret my
behaviour through a trauma lens, therapeutic magic can
happen. The nurses who helped me on this night did not
simply de-escalate my distress, they helped to rewire the
consciousness of my five-year-old self so that she would
know that the trauma has passed and, more importantly,
that she can be reached and helped by people.

That one nurse in particular led me out of the most
terrifying of places in my mind, and back into the safety
of the present moment and my warm bed.

| have to say thank you, to whoever those nurses were.

| know nurses do countless things every day which are

S0 healing and important, but these little moments often
go unacknowledged. So this story is to remind you all how
wonderful and needed you are. You help me to slowly heal
the hole in my heart that is attachment trauma.
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A Profound Responsibility

Year ago when | first became unwell, | was diagnosed
with schizophrenia — | was told that there was something
wrong with my brain and that medication would fix it.

| was told | would have to be on those meds for the rest
of my life, most likely.

During my intense breakdown, | drew a lot of artwork
which depicted my confusion and pre-occupations, and
a story started to emerge — a story that spoke not of
errant neurochemicals, but of trauma.

My trauma is subtle — it is not the “capital T” trauma of
abuse or assault. It is the low-level, chronic trauma that
comes from hiding my true self and repressing my feelings
for a lifetime. The tension this created in my mind, body
and soul was unbearable and led to a string of addictions
and generalized misery, until eventually a “healing crisis”
occurred, also known as psychosis.

Thus began a long journey of seeking help from others.

| became so incapacitated that | could hardly hold a
conversation, let alone work or do the household chores.
| needed help, such as the help that was given to me by
my wonderful husband who had to live with me through
countless crises and episodes of depression and anxiety.
Or the help given by the Victoria Clinic and all of their staff
when | needed a refuge — which often happened. Or the
help given from peer support groups, who made me feel
not so alone and broken.

Then there was the help of a most profound kind, given
by the therapists who became the attachment figures
that | so desperately needed to facilitate healing.

Over the span of 7 years, | have seen many therapists
and doctors, but three of them really stand out. Firstly,
my trauma psychologist, who | saw weekly for 18 months,
and have been seeing on and off ever since. Secondly,
Dr Aizenstros who first admitted me at The Victoria Clinic,
and who really helped me to address my attachment
trauma. And thirdly, my current doctor, who has
supported all my recovery goals, including helping

me come off all medications.

These three people have all stood in as parental figures
in my life. They have taken on what | call the “profound
responsibility” for caring for my wounded, inner child.

That child in me was so wounded with shame that my
behaviour was frequently challenging and | often directed
my anger and insecurities at these people who cared,
even as | deliberately sought to “prove” they didn’t care!

But they all stuck with me and showed in many, many tiny
ways that they care; like the time my doctor loaned me
his giant umbrella to go to an appointment in the pouring
rain; like the hundreds of times | called my psychologist
up on the weekend or after-hours, and she was there for
me with some comforting words. Or the many times my
doctor gently suggested a hospital admission because he
could see | was falling apart, but | was too proud to ask
for it.

Healing from attachment trauma requires people who

are “in it for the long haul” because otherwise you can
feel utterly abandoned and again the wound opens up.
People like me have to learn to trust, and this takes a lot
of time because deep down, we may feel unlovable and
unworthy. | know that is how | felt. But gradually, these
three people unraveled those beliefs; their voices became
the internalized voices in my head that support me,
validate me and cheer me on. That is a priceless gift

and | thank them all from the bottom of my heart.
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The fight against

temptations in life

The fish represent humans fighting against
the waves that are our everyday battles
with anxiety and depression.

R
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You are not alone

Sometimes people have good days and bad days but only those who suffer
with depression know how more noticeable these days present themselves.

Bad days can start with moments, turn into a day, mood can grow and last a week.
Molded from a small low to an all about face.
It slaps you in the dark, makes you question YOU!

“Why do you deserve happiness?” This mood takes you away from the outside,
‘the normal,’ the everyday little things you enjoyed: You knew.

When | can’t see past these moments | call you.
You're busy, you’re working back to back all day.

You’re receptionist takes a message and tells me you're seeing another.
Another person like just like me. Someone struggling with their own moments,
their rambling moments; their own turmoil called depression.

Moments pass | still feel this way, thoughts darken thoughts engulf me take the positive

away from me. By now | should phone a friend just the comfort of someone familiar.

| just need a voice to hear “...that it's going to be o.k.” | feel that I'd worry them.

I’d distress them, interrupt them at work. | didn’t deserve to let someone else know my deep down secret.

| put on a brave face. | can fool them. Pretend to them I'm o.k.
But only you know that when | make this call. That | am not feeling safe.
| need you to know.

| cry and cry and await your reply... minutes go by and by.
Then you call | feel so guilty that I've bothered you.
By now | can’t see sense in my feelings.

You tell me | can come in and stay.

You listen to me when I'm here.

Listened to each and everything that has ever happened to me.
My trauma, my nightmares that come and go.
This darkness I’'m going through has no invitation.

[t stays, lingers; takes hold of me.
You pull a seat closer. Take notes and determine where | am at.

Each day you visit and talk to me. | feel safe knowing | am here.
I’ve made the decision to call.

| feel better and once again see something to look forward to.
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Story of being helped by peers

| was feeling so broken, so lost. | had had a complete
breakdown and been diagnosed with schizophrenia. | was
hearing voices almost constantly and was highly agitated
and restless. | did not like to go out in public because
people could see | was sick and they were afraid of me
too. So | hid in my house, ashamed, embarrassed, not
feeling fit for human society.

It was a dark period in my life so | don't remember
where | even heard about the support group for hearing
voices. But somehow | did. And somehow | went along.
| remember the huge effort it took to even leave the
house. The voices tried to make me ashamed of what |
was wearing and how | looked. They laughed at me as |
walked. They said, “She is crazy, she is ill”.

When | finally got to the local library and found my way
to the group room, | just wanted to turn around and
leave. But | was desperate too, deeply wanting to
connect to people and perhaps hear some words

of hope and kindness.

| was peering tentatively through the glass panel into the
group room when the facilitator saw me and beamed a big
smile. She waved me inside. | went in, drawn magnetically
by her warmth.

Her name was Janet. | looked into her lovely, smiling

face and knew that | was safe with her. | wasn't so sure
about the other people... But | took my seat in the circle
and did a good job of staring intently at the carpet for the
next hour. When it came time to share my story, | took a
“pass”. Just breathing, just being there, was hard enough.

Janet took me under her wing. She gave me her personal
mobile number at the end of that group. | remember
thinking, wow... She really cares. She just gave so freely,
without the normal restrictions that helping professionals
have. Over time | learnt her story... How she too had been
diagnosed with schizophrenia and how she had spent
many years heavily medicated and had felt “written off by
the system”. But somehow she had defied the gloomy
prognosis and had made it to a certain level of recovery
which meant she could work and participate in life. Seeing
her vitality, her passion, her optimism... | wondered...
Maybe there was hope for me too?

Janet was a peer worker, some one with the live experience
who became a mentor for many people. She took such a
personal interest in me, finding out what | liked to do and
what my talents and strengths were. And it wasn't special
treatment. | saw that Janet gave this attention to all people
who needed it. Many of these people had been living with
mental health difficulties for years and had very little support
or cause for hope. Janet hoped for everyone. She believed

deeply that people could recover. And sometimes, her
tenacious belief is what pulled people out of the darkness.

| was one of those people. In clinical services, | felt that
people saw me as a diagnosis and a bunch of problems.
But with Janet, | was seen as a whole person, just
someone who was struggling with life but who would
make it out the other side.

| persevered with those groups, mainly going every week
because | wanted to see Janet, but also learning that
being with a group of people who had experienced similar
problems was very relieving and helpful. They accepted
me, that was the main thing. | could turn up unkept,
shaking, my head full of voices, and it didn't matter. | was a
human being, precious and valuable just because | existed.

Janet went on to become a mentor in work as well as
life, as she helped me start volunteering and then later
get a paid position as a peer worker myself. Through the
changing dynamics of our relationship, she always was
my friend too. She always cared. You can't fake that, and
it is so priceless. Janet was a master of “talking me up”,
telling me how well | was doing or reminding me how far |
had come.

Janet was one of the few people who really saw the
wounded aspects of my self, and who appreciated and
validated my inner child and the story she told.

We all need a Janet in our lives.
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For Suzanne

“You came to the aid of my heart when it couldn’t function anymore and put it somewhere safe...
Until | could return to myself...

To you | know | will be forever grateful”
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Help with Turning my Lite Around

Thank you for reading my story which is about how | have
been helped with turning my life around. There are three
groups of people who have helped me to do this. Firstly,
my family and friends; secondly my colleagues; and thirdly,
my medical team of professionals.

When | graduated from university with a Bachelor with
Honours in Colour Chemistry | was delighted to be offered
my first job with a paint company. My father was so proud
of me because his brother and father had also worked for
this company.

After 15 years of working my way towards the glass ceiling
as the only young woman in an all male environment,

| became disillusioned and unwell and my life came
crashing down around me. | had been so single minded
and had lost what seemed like everything. What followed
was 20 years of illness.

| cannot and do not wish to burden you with the pain and
the heartache which my family and friends suffered as a
result. Of course it has been hard for all of us but | can say
that they walked that long path with me and have given
me so much support along the way.

As a child | had always wanted to be a doctor so that
| could use my fascination with science and the body,
to help people. Sadly my grades didn’t quite stack up
then, but what | have been able to achieve in the past
7 years has been very rewarding.

With the help of my family and friends | have had the
opportunity to gain a different purpose in my life, a much
more balanced purpose. An opportunity which can seem
impossible to obtain with a mental illness. We raised
thousands of dollars to help people with this iliness, | have
studied and passed a Graduate Diploma in Community
Services and | have been nominated to sit on committees
and boards of not-for-profit organisations.

Now, as a volunteer Consumer Consultant and Peer
Worker, there is a deeper level of meaning to my life. Having
the privilege to work alongside people, as an equal and

having a real understanding of their pain and suffering can
be so hard yet so rewarding. At last | feel that sometimes
| can actually help people, just like | had hoped to as a
little girl. Without the trust, dedication and patience of my
colleagues | wouldn’t have been given this opportunity.

The other day | was told by my psychiatrist that the illness
is in remission. Also he has been considering the list of
medications which have played havoc with my body over
that time. After weighing up the costs versus the benefits
he has decided to take me off one medication and he

has plans to slowly reduce others where the benefits out
weigh the costs.

One last point, with helping me turn my life around,

| have always been dismayed by the way that the various
doctors work separately, when we know that the mind
and body are inseparable. | feel very lucky that | have at
last found a psychiatrist who writes to doctors of other
disciplines and listens to their opinions. | have finally found
a team of professionals who work together to take care

of me, sharing their care of me. This is something | had
honestly given up the hope of ever achieving.

So, in conclusion, my life has turned around to be much
more balanced and meaningful. | feel as though ‘we’
have done this, my family and friends, my colleagues,
my medical team of professionals and me. It's taken a
very long time and it continues to challenge us everyday.
But with everybody’s help, we’ll keep trying.

| hope you enjoyed my story.
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The Nest

| am a nest, beautiful, fragile, hardworking...

A fragile structure that has the strength to support family.

Life lived with mental illness is difficult.

Without support | could not manage.

The study roots of the tree depict the clinic and those professionals who have helped me with their wisdom.
The strong trunk, weathered from the environment, represent my art therapy group.

Although twisted they remain strong and supportive.

| am grateful to those incredible people in my life, without them | would fall.
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Teddy

My dear, dear Teddy, my darling boy. When | look at your
picture, my throat still constricts. | miss you every day
when | step out into the fresh air to get my take-away
coffee and stroll through the streets. You are no longer
with me.

| remember so clearly the first time | saw you. Your smile
was so happy and innocent; a confident grin mixed with
hope: “Are you going to be my new family?” How could
| say no, although you were scrawny, your coat in poor
condition and your nose scabby. But | will never forget
his smile.

“What is his name?” | asked the person at the desk.
“Teddy.”

| was now adopting a rescue dog from the RSPCA and as
soon as | had filled out the forms and bought a bed, bowls
and food, we were on our way home.

When we arrived home, his ears were flat and his tail
between his legs. | knew how he felt because many of my
days were spent in the human equivalent of the RSPCA -
even driving up to the RSPCA had me in a cold sweat.

It took a few weeks but with good food and many hugs,
he came out of his shell and | thought he would be ready
for a short walk — but would |?

| was crippled by anxiety at the thought of leaving the
house on my own but now | had Teddy. We walked around
the corner to the café and | tied him to a street sign while

| bought my morning heart-starter. When | came back to
Teddy, someone was patting him.

“What type of dog is he?”
“A heeler kelpie”

“I’ve never seen one that colour, I'm from the country and
we always had these dogs.”

“He’s a rescue dog.”
“Well, he looks like he’s landed on his feet.”
“Bye, have a great day!”

“You too!”

And so began the first of many doggy conversations.
Teddy was growing into a very handsome dog. We was a
red kelpie with a few white, speckly markings, perky kelpie
ears, delicate kelpie legs, and of course, the smile.

We grew in confidence together and | could walk
symptom-free with Teddy before | knew it. Over the years
we became part of the neighbourhood and he and |
enjoyed meeting the other dogs we knew each morning.
He knew to trot across the road looking at me first and he
would wait patiently if | went into a shop. His expression
however was always a bit desperate; “Will you be coming
back?” Am | going back to the RSPCA today?” No buddy,
of course not. What would | do without my mate?

When we were nearly home, he would always roll over for

a tummy rub. Rain, hail or shine. After a fairly long time,

| would lead him through the gate and as | removed his
leash, | always bent down to kiss him on the top of his head
and smell his fresh, earthy scent. | can still smell it now. He
would always settle outside in his hole in the garden, in his
kennel, or on the doormat. | would go inside until | thought
to go out and pat him again. Our days were of a gentle
rhythm and we were always at least mentally together.

Nothing lasts forever and Teddy was not young when |
adopted him. He became slower and people started to
say, “What a lovely old dog!” He still wanted a tummy rub
at the end of the walk but his hind leg became wonky, he
started to leak (a lot) and he became very anxious and
barked incessantly due to dementia.

We had been mates for five short years. When it was
time for my dearest Teddy to go, the vet understood
immediately and as he lay on the rug with his head on
my lap, it was quick and still. | will grieve for a long time.
| loved him truly and even though | may get another dog
when the time is right, | will never forget my marvelous
companion. He was my pet therapist and | cared for him
so he could live without fear. | understand even more
fully now the primal bond between man and dog and a
friendship without words can be deep and true.
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We're afraid of saying too much.

We're afraid of saying the wrong thing and we're scared of not knowing what
to say.

We're so worried about burdening others with our sadness that we hide it away
where no one can see it. We sit at our computers and post photos of ourselves
smiling and shining and post status updates about how wonderful our lives are,
and maybe they are. But if ever they're not we don't know how to talk about it.

We are so scared of upsetting others or offending someone that we don't
know how to ask questions. We can't ask our friends if they are okay because
we feel it's not out place.

But whose place is it, if not ours?

We don't talk because we think people don't want to know and we don't

ask questions because because we assume we're not meant to know.

These are not relationships. Relationships are not built on political correctness
and conversations conducted behind the safety of our laptop screens.

We are not our Facebook profile page.

Our relationships cannot be understood by how many Twitter followers we
have or how many people like our posts on Instagram. We are more than this,
and yet this is what we are becoming. We don't need drugs and alcohol to
express ourselves, and yet this is what we use.

The irony of it all is that our failure to talk and to ask questions is so often
perceived as not caring, where in fact it is the opposite. We care so much that
we don't know how to say it, so we just don't try.

Why is it so hard to tell people how much we love them? We assume that

we will have another day, another month, another year — but what if we don't?
We are so afraid of being vulnerable that we build huge walls to protect
ourselves, shutting everyone and everything out.

We need to learn how to talk again. We need to turn our computers off and tell
our friends that we're feeling sad. We need to let them listen and try to help.
We need to stop having these conversations at 1Tam on a Saturday night and
feeling more alone than ever throughout the week.

We need to start asking if people are okay.
We need to learn how to talk again.
We need to learn to tell people how much we love them.

We need to remember we are not alone.
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What are you crying about?

When you open your eyes it breaks your heart but you just can't stand
living in the dark.

You know that no one will save you from the darkness and
there isn't anyone in the world who can stop those tears.

You say that you're lonely. You crave company, and yet you are
loneliest in those times when you are surrounded by people.

You're lonely because you never learned to be on your own and you're
lost because you miss those who are closest to you even while they're
right by your side. You crave something to fill that hollow space inside of
you and you need something to fix those parts that you feel are unfixable.

Sometimes | think that my heart is too broken, that there is too much pain
in the world. But everyone's heart is broken and we will all spend most of
our lives trying to put each other back together again.

And what if we were never whole in the first place?

What if we measured our lives not in years, but by the number of hearts we
managed to hold together, even if just for a moment?

And maybe at the end of it all my atoms will find your atoms and we will
become a patchwork constellation of broken pieces and the tiny particles
of everyone and everything we have ever loved will filll all the spaces in the
world to create something truly beautiful.

Maybe we will be a great big oak tree, or perhaps we will love so much over
our lives that we become a whole forest, and the people who walk through the
forest will never know why it feels so alive and so magical, and they will never
know how many lifetimes made the smallest leaf or how much laughter made
the roots of the trees that they step around.

Dry your eyes.

You're not alone. You're a constellation of stars and a forest full of trees,
you are a thousand oceans and a million grains of sand.

You were never alone.
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