
  
    
  


  
    Advance Praise for Birth of a New Brain


     


    “With candid, explicit depictions of her compelling journey through postpartum bipolar disorder, Dyane skillfully brings the painful honesty necessary for growth in our field, as well as hope to those suffering. Birth of a New Brain is a rare resource that will benefit practitioners, their patients, and the public at large.”


    – Shoshana S. Bennett, Ph.D.,


    Author of Postpartum Depression for Dummies,


    Clinical Psychologist for Perinatal Disorders


     


    “Dyane Harwood’s new book Birth of a New Brain is a phenomenal gift to the mental illness community, especially for postpartum sufferers. Dyane’s clever weave of gut-wrenching honesty entwined with intricate storytelling illuminates an under-profiled mental illness. Birth of a New Brain is an important addition to the world’s mood disorder literature, and it will help those with perinatal and bipolar disorders of all kinds. Delve into Dyane’s incredible story, one that untangles the baffling and under-reported illness of postpartum bipolar disorder. Prepare to be moved. You won’t regret it.”


    – Wendy K. Williamson


    Author of I’m Not Crazy Just Bipolar and Two Bipolar Chicks Guide to Survival: Tips for Living with Bipolar Disorder


     


    “Birth of a New Brain is a beautiful portrayal of Dyane Harwood’s excruciating journey with bipolar disorder. Her honesty in sharing her grueling experience is impressive and commendable. Our field needs this book. It is edifying and inspiring. Birth of a New Brain is a must-read for psychiatric providers and individuals suffering from mood disorders. Dyane’s account of her illness is a brave step toward our society embracing the concept that individuals with psychiatric illness deserve to receive casseroles, cards, and flowers, similar to patients with any other medical illness.”


    – Dr. Nancy Byatt, D.O., M.S., M.B.A., F.A.P.M., Medical Director of MCPAP for Moms, Associate Professor of Psychiatry and Obstetrics & Gynecology at the University of Massachusetts Memorial Medical Center and Medical School


     


    “Birth of a New Brain by Dyane Harwood is a trailblazing story of hope and recovery. Dyane’s depiction of postpartum bipolar disorder will encourage readers who have any form of bipolar disorder to persevere to find effective treatment.”


    – Susan Berger, Chairwoman of the International Bipolar Foundation


     


    “Bipolar illness is serious and widely misunderstood. When it emerges in the postpartum period, women and medical professionals are often blindsided due to the current lack of awareness. Dyane Harwood’s Birth of a New Brain is a brave and deeply personal account of how bipolar illness can impact a new mother. Dyane’s honest reveal of startling references such as mania, ECT, hospital wards, suicide and ‘tsunami obsessions’ creates heartfelt transparency and highlights its stigma-busting potential. Postpartum women in distress will relate to Dyane’s genuineness and be grateful for this book.”


    –Karen Kleiman, MSW, LCSW, Author of The Art of Holding: An Essential Intervention for Postpartum Depression and Anxiety, Founder of The Postpartum Stress Center


     


    “This is a story of when love alone can and cannot heal in bipolar disorder. It is a story of mental illness seen through the eyes of a daughter, a wife, and a mother. Dyane Harwood’s memoir Birth of a New Brain was a privilege to read.”


    – Dr. Greg de Moore, Author of Finding Sanity: John Cade, Lithium, and the Taming of Bipolar Disorder, Associate Professor of Psychiatry at Westmead Hospital, Australia


     


    “With artful prose and brutal honesty, Dyane Harwood depicts her struggle to have a stable, peaceful life as a wife and mother amidst the turmoil brought on by postpartum bipolar disorder in Birth of a New Brain. Despite many false starts, missteps, and even cruel and indifferent treatment at the hands of certain medical professionals she encountered, Harwood soldiered on and finally arrived at her own truth. The answers, for the most part, were inside her all along and consisted of self-care habits including healthy eating, sufficient sleep, and consistent exercise. Thoroughly researched with a wealth of resources for mothers and families, Birth of a New Brain is an invaluable reference point for mothers grappling with shifts in mood after the birth of their children.”


    – Matt Samet, Author of Death Grip: A Climber’s Escape from Benzo Madness


     


    “Birth of a New Brain is a candid portrayal of Dyane Harwood’s lived experience of postpartum bipolar disorder. In my 25 years of practice as a perinatal psychiatrist, I have not come across a book that left me so informed and inspired. The mental health field owes her a debt of gratitude for all she has done to highlight the triggering role of childbirth in bipolar disorder. This is fundamental reading for mental health practitioners as well as sufferers of bipolar disorder.”


    – Dr. Verinder Sharma, Professor of Psychiatry and Obstetrics & Gynecology at Western University, Ontario, Canada


     


    “With Birth of a New Brain, Dyane Harwood adds to the body of work on perinatal mood disorders by providing a thorough, moving account of her journey toward mental wellness after post-partum bipolar mania. Like many other women, because Harwood had no prior diagnosis of bipolar disorder and nobody caught the red flags in her mental history, she was unaware she risked a mental health crisis postpartum. We often associate bipolar disorder (pre-existing or postpartum onset/diagnosis) with postpartum psychosis. Most women with postpartum psychosis may have an underlying bipolar disorder; not all of those with bipolar have psychosis, and not all of those with psychosis have bipolar.”


    – Teresa Twomey, JD, Author of Understanding Postpartum Psychosis: A Temporary Madness


     


    “Birth of a New Brain is essential reading not only for mental health care professionals but for anyone who is suffering or knows someone who has been affected by bipolar disorder or a perinatal mood disorder. I admire Dyane for not only sharing her courageous journey but also educating us about a subject that is not nearly discussed enough.”


    –Lindsay Gerszt, Executive Producer of When the Bough Breaks: A Documentary About Postpartum Depression and Postpartum Psychosis


     


    “Dyane Harwood’s writing eloquently brings to life the complex interaction between the person, her world and the changes in how she how she perceives it wrought by the onset of mania following childbirth. She unpicks the conflict faced by all of us who experience chronic mood problems—between the pressure to follow sometimes uncertain ‘medical advice’ uncritically and the need to retain some sense of self-agency, because with that comes the hope of being able to lead the kind of lives we want to live. She rightly challenges the doctors who project their own failings onto the ‘problem patient.’ Indeed, she highlights the importance for all of us of finding a doctor in whose expertise one can invest respect and trust. We are all so much more than our ‘illness’ but can find that goal hard to achieve. Dyane Harwood’s extraordinary book shows us how to do it.”


    – Dr. Linda Gask, Author of The Other Side of Silence: A Psychiatrist’s Memoir of Depression, Emerita Professor of Primary Care Psychiatry at the University of Manchester


     


    “Dyane’s journey through mental illness has taken an astonishing amount of twists and turns, and in Birth of a New Brain, she generously and courageously shares her experience so that others may learn from it. Birth of a New Brain is an invaluable and hopeful guide for anyone confronting mental illness so they can get the help they need and deserve, from professionals and family, without shame.”


    – Mark Lukach, Author of My Lovely Wife in the Psych Ward


     


    There is a distinct need for Dyane Harwood’s book Birth of a New Brain. Although Dyane had a specific trigger for her bipolar disorder, peripartum onset after the birth of her second daughter, her story applies to anyone who has been affected by depression, mania and anxiety, either firsthand or through caring about someone who lives with a mood disorder. Dyane’s perseverance in finding treatments and strategies to regain stability will offer hope to those on the same journey, whether they’re at the very beginning or somewhere along the way.


    – Joanne M. Doan, Publisher of bp Magazine


     


    “In Birth of a New Brain, Dyane Harwood gives voice to countless women who’ve suffered postpartum bipolar disorder. As a therapist specializing in bipolar disorder, I’ve seen how this condition can be misdiagnosed and mistreated, especially in the prenatal and postpartum phases. Dyane’s passionate story of missed opportunities to correctly identify and treat her mood swings shows us how new mothers can fall through the cracks of a sometimes chaotic mental health system. But her relentless pursuit of the truth behind her anguish gives us hope. Through all the confusion, doubt and despair, she never gives up. Postpartum bipolar disorder is real! And Dyane is an inspiring example of how to thrive far beyond it.”


    – Michael G. Pipich, M.S., LMFT, Therapist, Author, National Speaker on Bipolar Disorder


     


    “Birth of a New Brain is an important contribution to our understanding of postpartum bipolar disorder. New moms are often unaware that this condition manifests in the complicated ways. Dyane Harwood brings to life with her vivid, compelling prose, and even seasoned clinicians can miss the signs of post-partum hypomania or mania. Dyane brings wit and wisdom to what I think will be very helpful to her peers who experience postpartum bipolar disorder, their loved ones and new families, and the doctors who treat them. In fact, what Dyane so generously shares within Birth of a New Brain may well prevent some of the pain and danger that she unfortunately had to experience.”


    – Allen Doederlein, President of the Depression and Bipolar Support Alliance (DBSA)


     


    “Dyane Harwood gives voice to the enormous pain and suffering associated with severe postpartum mental illness. In sharing her story of postpartum mania, she poignantly describes the association between bipolar disorder and the exacerbation of symptoms triggered by childbirth. Birth of a New Brain is an important book that should be required reading by all who provide care to perinatal women.”


    – Dr. Samantha Meltzer-Brody, MPH, Perinatal Psychiatry Program Director at the University of North Carolina Center for Women’s Mood Disorders


     


    “Dyane Harwood has changed the landscape in our ability to reach out to families and prevent crises related to perinatal bipolar disorders. In Birth of a New Brain, Dyane movingly illustrates that the experience of living through the extreme symptoms of bipolar disorders without help is lonely and frightening. Dyane has accomplished a wonderful goal; she not only provides solid information about bipolar mood disorder symptoms, risks, and distress, but also uses her authentic voice to illustrate hope, healing, and stability. Women and families who read this book will come away feeling like they just made a trustworthy friend, one they can rely on for honesty, wisdom, up-to-date facts, and a model of recovery. The book will make a world of difference in the provider’s ability to understand risk factors, assess, and support women living with perinatal bipolar mood disorder symptoms, and it will also empower parents to ask the right questions and improve their ability to take healthy steps on the road to recovery.”


    – Wendy N. Davis, PhD, Executive Director of Postpartum Support International


     


    “In Birth of a New Brain, author and advocate Dyane Harwood provides the reader with an intimate look at her journey with postpartum bipolar disorder. This book will be a blessing for anyone who has received a diagnosis of bipolar disorder and wishes they had a best friend to “show them the ropes.” Dyane bares her soul and spares no details whether it’s describing the effects of myriad medications she was prescribed or the moment she found herself pleading for electroconvulsive therapy (ECT) due to suicidal thoughts. Ultimately, this is a book about hope, courage, and perseverance. I have long admired Dyane as a fellow advocate; after reading this book, I have enormous respect for her as a warrior in the fight against stigma.”


    –Caroline Whiddon, Co-Founder & Executive Director of Me2/Orchestra, Inc.
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    This book is dedicated with all my love to


    Craig, Marilla, and Avonlea

  


  
     


    “Human neuroscience has shown that a mother’s brain changes dramatically during her first pregnancy. The brain’s neurons are wired and rewired at a comparable rate to that which occurs during puberty. One can say that a new mother has a different brain than before delivering her child.”


     


    – Dr. Shimi Kang, Author of The Dolphin Parent: A Parent’s Guide to Raising Healthy, Happy and Motivated Kids—Without Turning into a Tiger
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    ​FOREWORD


     


    Memoirs have been written by women who have suffered from postpartum depression and postpartum psychosis. This book is unusual in that it chronicles Dyane’s bipolar disorder from its postpartum onset to the present day. In my clinical experience, it has been difficult for healthcare professionals to recognize hypomania or mania in a woman who has recently given birth. In Dyane’s case, no one at the maternity hospital recognized her emerging mania before she was discharged home. Many perinatal psychiatrists rarely address the possibility that postpartum hypomania or mania may signify a first episode of bipolar disorder.


    In addition to her postpartum bipolar onset and the heartbreaking separation from her baby during her first psychiatric admission, Dyane looks back at her formative years in Los Angeles, California. Raised by loving parents, her father suffered from bipolar disorder, yet she never imagined she would eventually fall prey to mental illness.


    Despite treatment resistance, multiple hospitalizations, elec-troconvulsive therapy (ECT), a considerable time to find the right medication, and the realization she could not live without it, Dyane has now achieved stability and written a book. This is a tremendous achievement. It is my hope that Birth of a New Brain will aid healthcare professionals to improve the treatment of women with postpartum mania after delivery and bipolar disorder subsequently, but above all, I am sure that it will be an inspiration and a source of hope for women in the same or similar situations.


     


    Dr. Carol Henshaw, MB ChB MD


    Co-author, The Modern Management 
of Perinatal Psychiatry


    Cheshire, United Kingdom

  


  
    ​PREFACE


     


    Dyane Harwood’s memoir Birth of a New Brain may be the single most important book on mental health ever written.


    This is an astounding work of heart. Dyane’s honesty is stag-gering. Her story is heartbreaking. Her triumph is overwhelming.


    This is the book the mental health community has been waiting for.


    Bipolar disorder is so complicated and varied, it’s with actual excitement the reader watches Dyane Harwood untangle the ropes of her conditions before they become her noose.


    As the reader gets a glimpse of her experiences inside a psychiatric ward and the disintegration of her reality and self, it’s difficult not to feel guilty enjoying this book.


    Fortunately, Harwood describes the carousel of diagnosis, the cruel gala of mania, and the power of loving vigilance like a best friend describes a fun weekend.


    She’s not only an author, she’s a magician. I will never fully comprehend how Dyane survived, let alone reported back to us, what she saw, felt, and experienced.


    From the bottom of my heart, I urge everyone on earth to immediately get this book and share it.


    I truly cannot think of adjectives powerful enough to convey the import of Birth of a New Brain.


    Jay Mohr, Mental Health Advocate, “Keep Oregon Well” Campaign, Comedian, and Author


    


  
    ​INTRODUCTION


     


    If anyone had told me the birth of my daughter would activate my bipolar disorder, I would have exclaimed, “You’re joking, right?”


    For most of my life, I thought bipolar disorder, or manic depression as it was formerly called, was only associated with brilliant artists, writers, and actors such as Vincent van Gogh, Virginia Woolf, Robin Williams, Carrie Fisher, and Catherine Zeta-Jones. I certainly didn’t think childbirth could activate the mood disorder, especially for someone like me, an average mom who didn’t have impressive credentials.


    I grew up with bipolar disorder at arm’s length. My father, a gifted violinist in the Los Angeles Philharmonic, was diagnosed with bipolar one disorder when he was a young man. Some of his colleagues had bipolar disorder, and he mourned the loss of several friends who died by bipolar-related suicide.


    Before my bipolar diagnosis, I worked as a freelance writer. Ever since I was a little girl, I wrote in journals and cultivated pen pal friendships. Writing comforted me. Shortly after I was diagnosed with postpartum bipolar one disorder (now classified as bipolar disorder, peripartum onset by the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) used by psychiatrists), I knew I’d be compelled to write about this mood disorder.


    Within twenty-four hours of my daughter Marilla’s birth, my bipolar disorder manifested as postpartum hypomania, a deceptive symptom because I seemed simply elated, but not to the extreme. In addition to my mania, I wrote nonstop from the moment I returned home from the maternity unit. This compulsion was the rare symptom of postpartum hypergraphia, the overwhelming urge to write. Hypergraphia has been linked to the manic state of bipolar disorder and temporal lobe epilepsy.


    I never knew hypergraphia existed until I experienced it firsthand. When I was hypergraphic, I wrote so much that my wrist cramped up in agonizing pain. I shook it vigorously to stop the aching, but the pain returned within seconds. I couldn’t stop writing for a moment, even when I breastfed my precious newborn or while answering the call of nature! I was caught in a whirl of racing, obsessive thoughts, which is how many people describe their bouts of mania. Instead of noticing my baby girl’s sweet scent or feeling her rose-petal soft skin, all I could think was, I must write this idea down, and this, and this…


    Six weeks after Marilla was born, I was acutely manic. At my husband Craig’s urging, I admitted myself to my local hospital’s Behavioral Health Unit, a euphemism for the scary-sounding “psychiatric ward.” At the unit, I was stunned when I was diagnosed with postpartum bipolar one disorder. Following my diagnosis, I suffered from medication-resistant bipolar depression for seven years, stumbling through my new reality of chronic mental illness.


    This is a story about my life before bipolar disorder morphed me into a shadow of my former self. It’s an account of the years when bipolar depression made me hopeless, and about how I finally emerged out of depression’s tunnel into a healthy, productive (and imperfect!) life.


    Many people with bipolar disorder want to relinquish medi-cation. I share my failed attempts to taper off lithium, the gold standard medication for bipolar disorder. Some people with bipolar disorder can live balanced lives without taking medication, but I learned the hard way that I couldn’t live medication-free.


    After a great deal of trial and error, I’ve reached a point where my mood is stable. I’m vigilant about safeguarding my mental health. I keep up with research findings as a member of the International Society for Bipolar Disorders and through the internet websites listed in Appendix D: Resources. The internet has also been a wonderful place to connect with other mothers living with bipolar disorder—they encourage me, and a few of them have become good friends.


    During the past ten years, I couldn’t find a book about postpartum bipolar disorder, the least known of the six primary perinatal mood and anxiety disorders (PMADs). These PMADs are postpartum depression, postpartum obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD), postpartum panic disorder, postpartum post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), and postpartum psychosis. Although postpartum bipolar disorder remains obscure, it shares some of the same symptoms associated with the other perinatal mood and anxiety disorders.


    Anyone who lives with a form of bipolar disorder or a perinatal mood and anxiety disorder can relate to my arduous journey. I’ve been considered the worst-case scenario because I had multiple hospitalizations, took almost every medication under the sun, and I elected to have electroconvulsive therapy. I didn’t think it was possible for someone like me to get my life back on track, but I did it. If you suffer from a mood disorder and you’re feeling hopeless, my wish is for this book to help you feel less alone in your pain, and give you some suggestions to improve your mood. If you’re struggling, please don’t give up hope—you can attain mental health and enjoy your life again!

  


  
    ​CHAPTER ONE


    The Gateway to 
Postpartum Bipolar Disorder


    On a warm August evening, I was heavily pregnant with my second baby girl. I was irritable from the exertion of carrying an extra fifty pounds. I plodded around our stuffy cabin and whined about the pervasive heat. However, my complaints vanished the instant my water broke. As I felt a gush of warm water splash down my legs, I filled up with excitement and trepidation.


     “Craig, Craaaaaig!” I screeched. “Come over here! She’s on her way!” 


    I was so beside myself that I didn’t think I might have scared our two-year-old daughter Avonlea with my caterwauling. I stood in our kitchen in ratty, soaked pajama pants as Craig ran toward me. He took one look at my puddle and called the hospital to see if a room was available. 


    “Please let them say yes, please let them say yes!” I murmured. A lifelong worrywart, I wanted a hospital room’s security and an accommodating staff that would help us if anything went wrong. 


    “Sounds good, we’ll see you soon,” Craig said assuredly.


    After we had dropped off sleepy Avonlea at my brother Martin’s house nearby, we drove to Sutter Maternity Hospital in Santa Cruz, California. Once I was admitted, I stayed up all night in labor, unable to rest because I was in such pain. At dawn, I looked out the window at a large eucalyptus grove, and for a moment I thought we were at a luxurious hotel instead of a sterile hospital. We had splurged on a private room although we couldn’t afford it.


    “This is déjà vu!” I muttered after a sharp pain reminded me how awful my contractions had been during my first labor with Avonlea. 


    Although I didn’t have postpartum bipolar disorder after my first baby was born, it could have been activated; for some mysterious reason, it was not. My brain wouldn’t be primed for bipolar’s emergence until I had my second baby. Perinatal psychiatrist Dr. Alain Gregoire, founder of the Maternal Mental Health Alliance, said the postpartum period “carried the highest risk of developing bipolar disorder in the human lifetime,” although the reasons are unknown. 


    Although no one knows what causes bipolar disorder, it’s possible my primary triggers were severe sleep deprivation, my genetic predisposition, and hormones, a trio of culprits I’d refer to as the “Trifecta from Hell.”


    Dr. Christy, a stunning West African physician, was the doctor on call for my regular obstetrician. I hadn’t met Dr. Christy during my pregnancy, but when she sprinted into my room two minutes before Marilla took her first breath, I warmed to her beaming smile.


    “I can’t believe this isn’t hurting!” I told her after we made quick introductions. Thanks to an epidural shot, the last few hours of my labor were pain-free. During Avonlea’s labor, I declined the epidural shot. I thought I could endure the pain, but it was a decision I regretted.


    When babies are born they often hear their mothers’ screams of pain, roars of enormous effort, and cries of gratitude. There is the tragedy of a stillbirth when silence or sobs fill the air. Thankfully when Marilla was born at noon, the first sounds she heard were my peals of laughter due to my relief at the absence of pain. Dr. Christy got a kick out of my giggles, and she and I took turns bursting into laughter so loud we sounded as if we had a stand-up comic in the room. I was a superstitious woman, and I believed our laughter served as a good omen. As I cradled the warm new life in my arms, I never suspected I’d soon face more agony in the coming years than I could ever imagine.


    During the first forty-eight hours of Marilla’s life, obstetricians and nurses examined me at the hospital, and I visited with a handful of close friends. My elderly parents lived four hundred miles away from us in Los Angeles, and they decided they would meet Marilla at my brother’s wedding when she’d be five weeks old.


    Within hours after Marilla’s birth, I became hypomanic. Hypomania is known as the “lesser mania” in the bipolar spectrum. It is a less intense form of full-blown mania. Later, when I became manic, I had most of mania’s symptoms listed in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5). These symptoms include an elevated mood, irritability, pursuing goal-directed activities more than usual, heightened energy, a decreased need for sleep, excessive talkativeness, pressurized speech, racing thoughts, spending sprees, hypersexuality, and grandiosity.


    I had an elevated mood, I talked a blue streak, and I was so full of energy I felt capable of running a ten-kilometer race. I felt great about myself, which had previously not been the case due to my low self-esteem. I couldn’t help but feel exuberant over our baby’s pain-free debut, but since I didn’t have acute mania yet, I appeared normal to everyone around me.


    Postpartum hypomania is a misleading condition. A new mother’s happy mood doesn’t raise red flags. I wasn’t psychotic nor was I depressed. None of my maternity center nurses and obstetricians detected my hypomania. Six-pound, big-brown-eyed, adorable Marilla attracted the majority of everyone’s attention. As her exhausted, bedraggled mother, I certainly wasn’t getting any double takes. During my two days at Sutter Maternity Hospital, I didn’t say a word to anyone about how I was feeling. My fear of being designated an unfit mother made me keep my disturbing thoughts to myself.


    In 2007, there was limited social awareness about perinatal mood and anxiety disorders. It wasn’t common knowledge that postpartum depression occurred in one in seven deliveries, or that postpartum mania occurred in approximately one or two births in a thousand. At that time the perinatal mood and anxiety disorders were in great need of public recognition as well as widespread detection by the medical population.
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    Upon our return home, our family members were unavailable to help us, and Craig was busy running his geologic consulting practice. My mother Phyllis gave us the generous gift of paying for a postpartum doula named Salle Webber. A postpartum doula is trained to provide emotional and practical support to the mother during the postpartum period. They tidy up the house, care for siblings, ensure the mother gets rest, prepare meals, and do much more. Salle planned on assisting us the day after we left the hospital. However, she had an unanticipated allergic reaction that prevented her from joining us until four days after Marilla’s birth.


    Salle hadn’t known me before coming to work for our family, but during her first few shifts, she sensed something was wrong with my mental state. I didn’t feel judged by her. On the contrary, I could tell Salle was genuinely concerned. Because she had such a caring personality, I loved having Salle help our family. I felt blessed to have this nurturing, wise mother guide us.


    In addition to being a doula, Salle was a writer and hula dancer who lived part of the year in Kauai. Avonlea looked forward to her one-on-one time with her “Hula Doula.” Craig welcomed Salle’s grounded presence, and whenever Salle came over, I felt less frantic. She provided stability and compassion during a fragile time in our lives. Salle had worked with almost two hundred mothers before joining us. While some of these women suffered from postpartum depression, none of them experienced postpartum bipolar hypomania or mania.


    Salle’s book The Gentle Art of Newborn Family Care: A Guide for Postpartum Doulas and Caregivers was published following Marilla’s birth. I gave Salle permission to write about working with our family. She referred to me as “Elaine,” and candidly described our situation in the chapter on Postpartum Mood Disorders.


     


    Elaine was a bright and talented writer and mother…the first day after the birth of her second baby girl, she became hypomanic. She found herself flooded with images and thoughts. She couldn’t sleep, and felt no need to eat. She stayed up all night writing, feeling productive…


     


    When I arrived to help the family on the fourth day, she enthusiastically described this to me. Her body was beginning to crash from the extreme lack of rest and replenishment. This was the beginning of a challenging experience for me, and certainly for Elaine and her family. I spent many hours there, helping her to regulate her energy, urging her to rest, preparing food, and bringing the baby to her when she needed to be fed. I would specifically ask her to sit down and hold the baby for a while, which she loved, but would forget to do. To help control her inappropriate busyness, we would laughingly say “if you can do it in a horizontal position, do it!


     


    Elaine went through bouts of therapy and psychiatry. She and her husband often fought bitterly, especially on weekends when there was no outside help. The level of guilt was high, as well as shame for allowing the children to witness these events. I spent lots of time befriending the older child, bringing stability into her days. The baby began receiving more and more formula, as the father took over nighttime care, or others fed the baby when Elaine was in an agitated state. I found that my devoted attention to Elaine kept her generally calm, and she trusted and confided in me. However, outbursts frequently occurred in my absence, coloring the mood of the home the next day.


     


    Reading Salle’s account saddened me, but I knew her book would educate doulas and help mothers suffering from postpartum bipolar disorder. Her explanation reminded me how I wasn’t present for those early days with Marilla, Avonlea, or Craig. Despite my sorrow, I valued Salle’s clearheaded perspective because I got an objective take on what happened during a time that remains cloudy in my mind. I’ll always be grateful for my mother’s thoughtful gift of postpartum care. I’m indebted to Salle for being there for my family in such a chaotic setting. Salle wasn’t doing her job just for a paycheck—she put her heart, soul, and “aloha” into being our postpartum doula.


    During the hours when Salle observed me writing frantically, she was the only person able to persuade me to break away from the computer so I could be with my baby. As perceptive as Salle was, no one knew what had generated my frenzied writing except for one extraordinary woman, and it wouldn’t take me long to track her down.
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    Avonlea and Marilla, Santa Cruz Mountains, California, 2007

  


  
    ​CHAPTER TWO


    A Crash Course in Hypergraphia


    When I was hypomanic, my thoughts raced faster than they ever had before. I related to the character Charly Gordon in the 1968 film Charly about a man who becomes a temporary genius. Charly, played by Cliff Robertson, only has superior intelligence for a brief time. When I was hypomanic, I thought of myself as a modern-day Charly because I suddenly felt much more intelligent. I didn’t tell a soul about my perception because I realized I’d only sound delusional and pretentious. 


    Whether or not I had a fleeting genius I.Q., it was evident I had a newfound enthusiasm for life. I was ready to immerse myself in projects I had placed on the back burner such as writing a book and composing songs. I had mixed feelings about my ramped-up brain activity. It was incredible to feel so creative, but my rapid thoughts scared me and made me anxious.


    When I returned home with baby Marilla and began writing constantly, I wasn’t writing the way I had before her birth. I was prolific to the extreme. I had a compulsive desire to write known as hypergraphia that has been linked to bipolar disorder. My hypergraphic writing behavior was bizarre. I wrote while I tandem breastfed my baby and toddler. I wrote when I was walking around the house and when I went to the bathroom! I wrote on a variety of surfaces such as my hands, the bathroom mirror, inside assorted books, and on my wooden tabletop. I wanted to write down every thought, no matter how insignificant it may have seemed to others. Living with such a heightened sense of urgency filled me with extreme anxiety. My wrists ached from my frenzied typing, and my old carpal tunnel injury flared up. As a result, I was in constant pain.


    In theory, hypergraphia seems ideal to writers who suffer from writer’s block. The acclaimed author Dr. Alice W. Flaherty reflected upon her hypergraphic experience as positive, but my hypergraphia was bittersweet, with an emphasis on the bitter. Fear was the primary force that drove my writing. Being in a postpartum hypergraphic state was an exhausting way to live. 


    However, I was in awe that something extraordinary was taking place in my brain. I intuitively knew I couldn’t keep up such a frantic pace. All the while, the bullet train of thoughts that sped through my mind prevented me from being able to do much of anything else. I couldn’t breastfeed my baby sufficiently, be present with my children, or realize I had the onset of a severe mental illness.


    Despite Craig’s admonitions that I wrote far too much, I continued to type and handwrite whenever I could. We argued more than we ever had before, and our disagreements took on a nastier tone. Whenever Craig was home, the moment I tapped the laptop keys, our household filled with thick tension.


    “Dyane, you need to pay more attention to Marilla and Avonlea!” Craig snapped. I ignored my exasperated husband.


    Only a few days had passed since we returned home, and while I wrote, baby Marilla slept and I allowed Avonlea to watch too much television. The postpartum time should have been about bonding with my baby and easing Avonlea into her role as the big sister; instead, I could not give my children the attention they deserved.


    My intuition kept whispering something was amiss with my brain. I did a Google search for the phrase “nonstop writing” that yielded various links for “hypergraphia.” One link was an interview with Dr. Alice W. Flaherty, author of the book The Midnight Disease: The Drive to Write, Writer’s Block, and the Creative Brain. The interview noted Dr. Flaherty’s postpartum hypergraphia was depicted in The Midnight Disease, and I jotted her name on a notepad so I’d remember to order her book. Next, I reviewed Wikipedia’s definition of hypergraphia. I learned it was associated with bipolar disorder, but it didn’t dawn on me I could have bipolar disorder, despite the fact I had six hallmark symptoms: minimal sleep, racing thoughts, grandiose thinking, hereditary factors, pressurized/rapid speech, and agitation.


    During my sleepless nights, Craig hid my computer so I’d be forced to stop my incessant typing. When my computer vanished, I found an oversized blank book and filled it up with tiny scrawls within two days. After that, I cleaned the house each night. I yearned to have a semblance of order in my life as I organized drawers at 1:00 a.m. I irrationally thought cleaning and sorting socks would help me achieve the equilibrium I desperately desired. I found Craig’s hiding place for my laptop in a closet, and I went online to type lengthy emails to friends in the wee hours of the morning. 


    Night after night I barely slept, yet I revved with energy. I was on the brink of an emotional outburst, but since I did nothing dramatic, no one suspected I was in crisis. It was nearly impossible for me to sit still, and my escalating hypomania affected my ability to breastfeed my baby. At Marilla’s one-week check-up, her pediatrician Dr. Austin was concerned with the drop in her weight, and unaware my hypomania was the culprit.
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    I was running on fumes, and I wanted medical advice on how I could get more sleep. As scattered as I was, I knew I’d get worse if I couldn’t break the cycle of only dozing a few hours a night. While Craig was at a job site inspecting a fault zone, I embarked upon a phone call spree to get help.


    First, I called my obstetrician Dr. Moore, and her friendly medical assistant Judi answered the phone.


    “Hello, this is Dyane Harwood,” I began, my fatigue causing me to slur my words. “I haven’t been able to get any sleep! I hate to ask you this, but I need something to help me sleep.” As I held my phone with a sweaty hand, I heard other phones ringing in the background, but Judi stayed with me.


    “What about an over-the-counter medication?” she suggested.


    “I’ve tried one of those, but it didn’t work,” I said. “Is it possible to get something stronger?” I held my breath, and waited for Judi to admonish me for wanting a heavy-duty medication.


    “I need to get your doctor’s approval, but it shouldn’t be a problem,” she said with no hesitation. I took a deep breath, thankful to get this helpful woman. After we had spoken, she phoned in a prescription to my pharmacy for the medication zolpidem tartrate. For a moment I was proud I had asked for what I needed; assertiveness had never been my strong point, especially when interacting with doctors. I hoped zolpidem tartrate would serve as a magic bullet to break my debilitating insomnia.


    Scared and confused about what was happening, I wanted to speak with any mother who had experienced a postpartum crisis. I called a postpartum hotline listed in the phone book, but after dialing the number, a recording announced the line was disconnected. I was incredulous and angry that such an important resource had vanished. I called the maternity hospital’s lactation center. (I should have called them in the first place, but my logical thinking was fuzzy.) A receptionist gave me the number of Postpartum Support International’s (PSI) California Bay Area hotline.


    I reached a PSI volunteer named Linda. She told me she wasn’t a licensed therapist, but she would listen and help me however she could. I mentioned my insomnia and fear about calling a doctor for sleep medication. Linda validated my decision to contact Dr. Moore. She advised me to seek local counseling and offered to give me some referrals. We only spoke for a few minutes. I didn’t mention my excessive writing or other hypomanic behavior because I was concerned she might report me to Child Protective Services. It was an enormous relief to get advice from a kind, empathetic mother who understood the difficulty of the postpartum time. Before Marilla’s birth, I never would have called a hotline or a doctor asking for emergency prescription medication. My hypomania, anxiety, and mothering instinct had sparked my unusual assertiveness. 


    After I had taken a zolpidem tartrate pill, I got my first decent night’s sleep since leaving Sutter Maternity Hospital. The following day, I no longer felt I was about to faint. My sleep pattern stabilized. Craig and I assumed there was nothing to worry about because my hypomania and hypergraphia were subsiding. But little did we know, my bipolar disorder had been activated, and my system was extremely hypersensitive.


    At five weeks postpartum, I took part in a celebration that reactivated my hypomania. My brother’s fiancé had planned a pampering day with her girlfriends, and she invited me to join them. I wanted to go, but I felt guilty for leaving my girls at home so I could frolic in the wine country. Craig, thinking a change of pace would be good for me, encouraged me to attend, and he offered to take care of Marilla and Avonlea. 


    Our group planned to meet in San Francisco for a gourmet lunch followed by a limousine tour of several wineries. On my drive up to the city, I stopped at a market to buy a few bottles of champagne for our adventure. I brought my portable breast pump so I wouldn’t become engorged, and since I’d be drinking alcohol, I planned to “pump and dump.” We drank champagne and wine early in the day and ate plenty of delicious chocolate. During lunch, we drank more wine and gobbled more dessert. It was a feast of excesses, even for me, the self-proclaimed Chocolate Queen. 


    Throughout the day I had foolishly filled up my body with a massive amount of sugar, not realizing that in doing so, I’d be unable to sleep. Insomnia due to high sugar consumption had never plagued me in the past, but this time around, my tolerance level was radically different. I had become unusually sensitive to sugar. As a result, I stayed up most of the night. My hypomania returned and intensified over the next couple weeks until I was acutely manic.
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    At my brother’s wedding five days before my postpartum bipolar diagnosis, October 2007


     


    I was manic when I attended my brother’s wedding, but I hid my mania under the guise of being excited. I loved watching my parents meet their easygoing, adorable granddaughter. Marilla was dressed in a brown velvet onesie, and her eyes matched the cocoa color of her outfit. During the celebration, no one took me aside to tell me I was acting manic. I talked constantly, grinned too much, and laughed loudly and often, but it seemed as though I had too much to drink. The focus was on the beautiful bride and handsome groom, not my behavior. Most of the time I sat in the background of the festivities, discreetly breastfeeding my baby.
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