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Advance Praise for Lost and Found

			 

			“Mental illness is a topic that many people don’t want to talk about. It takes a great deal of courage to not only speak and share the information, but also to be an advocate for someone that can’t be one for themselves. 

			“In her book Lost and Found Linda Denke takes on the role of parent, advocate, storyteller and educator who helped her son from being lost to being found with her support in his recovery. It is a must read for anyone, whether they have someone they know and love suffering from a mental illness or not.”

			—Judy Hoberman, President, Selling In A Skirt

			 

			“A compelling read, a true story, as a mother simultaneously searches for her missing mentally ill son, stigma, bias, and prejudice against her son, against her, surface, as does confronting how three generations of mental illness affected her life.”

			—Harold G. Koenig, M.D. Professor of Psychiatry & Behavioral Sciences

			 

			“Incredibly honest and compelling, Linda Denke has beautifully depicted the despair and devastation that comes when mental illness strikes. Her story of motherhood and her journey with her son is one that candidly describes sorrow and hope as she experiences the real life, daily battles that inevitably come when your child has a mental illness. Anyone who has known and loved someone with a mental illness will connect with her lived-experience; gathering strength from her experiences and hope that not only survival, but recovery is indeed possible.”

			—Rebecca Deisler, BSN, RN, PMHN-BC, 
Clinical Manager-Psychiatry, 
University of Texas Southwestern Medical Center-Zale 
Lipshy University Hospital

			 

			“I got totally immersed in reading Dr. Denke’s account of her journey through her son’s mental illness in Lost and Found. Her ability to share her fears, struggles, hopes and dreams with such candor provides an opportunity for the reader to gain an empathy and understanding that surpasses what can be learned from a textbook on the subject of bipolar disorder. On the other hand, the scientist in Dr. Denke also reveals information which assists in transforming and elevating the reader’s understanding of these very complex illnesses leading to an awareness that recovery is not only possible, but likely when appropriate treatment is sought. My personal hope is that more people will display the kind of courage that Dr. Denke and her son John have shown in sharing their personal stories to help others. We now know that hearing the stories of people with lived experience can offer hope and healing for others who are currently struggling with these illnesses. Thank you, Linda and John!”

			—Sherry Cusumano, RN, LCDC, MS, 
Administrative Director of Community Education and 
Clinical Development, Medical City Green Oaks Hospital

			 

			“This is a poignant memoir of a mother struggling to accept that her family members, including her son, have or had mental illness, and overcoming her internalized stigma and bias. She persevered for the sake of her son who could count on her help and support to reach recovery, which he has done. Along the way she and others in her family learned some profound truths about themselves and about mental illness.”

			—Yvonne Broach, a mother whose son 
is diagnosed with a mental illness
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			Dedication

			This book is dedicated to my son John,  to his strength, courage, and immeasurable love, and to mothers like me whose sons are diagnosed with a mental illness.

		


		
			Faith

			“Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, 
the evidence of things not seen.” Hebrews 11:1
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			PREFACE


			We Found Your Son


			“Mrs. Denke, this is Officer Paul Johnson. I’m a police officer with the Aventura Police Department. I’m calling about your son John. We found him on I-95 outside of Aventura, near Miami, Florida. A truck driver called us and reported a young man, who we later learned is your son, was wandering down the middle of the interstate. The driver of the truck reported he almost jack-knifed to avoid hitting him. I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but he’s now being transported to Aventura Hospital, as he appears to be dazed and unstable. Is he being treated for a mental problem?”

			 

			When I heard the words, “police officer” and “John,” the floodgates opened, and memories of the past five years rushed into my awareness: phone calls, cold and impersonal courtrooms, crowded staircases, elevators, security, police, sheriffs, black-robed judges, and the pain that accompanies everyday people like me during sudden, unfortunate circumstances. Past visions played like a film in my head. Up and down the stairs and hallways, from one hospital to the next, passing self-absorbed doctors and indifferent nurses. This flood of recollections refused to fade. My downward spiral began the day John walked out the door and disappeared. I held those memories secret, deep inside my dark soul, until they eventually roared into the light. John’s mental illness was an unbridled horse. It was indiscriminate and worrisome, and remained difficult to harness. Words tried to escape when I attempted to express my pain, but they would freeze on the tip of my tongue. Petrified and unable to move, I disengaged from life. After many years of waiting for my pain to stop, the disease of depression erupted and gripped me. I braced myself for the worst. My nightmares replayed and were full of vivid, horrific scenes starring my son, the truck driver on I-95, and Officer Johnson. This tragic news plagued me for years.

			 

			

			 

			This is the story of my son John, who was diagnosed with bipolar disorder in 2005 when he was twenty-three years old. It traces his journey to recovery from his random trips overseas, to jail, to seemingly endless hospitalizations, when he went missing, homelessness, and financial disaster.

			This is also the story of my experience as a single mother as I walked hand in hand with John through the course of his illness. It traces my own journey to recovery from hopelessness, extreme anger, severe depression, and fear while attempting to live in the world. I sadly had to face and confront my own denial; my own destructive, embarrassing bias against mental illness; and find the almost nonexistent support to bring my son—and myself—back to sanity.

			This is not a how-to handbook. It’s not an everything-resource book. It was written for you, the reader, so you might find hope in the midst of facing mental illness, whether in yourself or a loved one. You might even discover a new meaning and purpose for your life, like I did. I want you to know what it is like to be confronted with a mental illness condition, especially if you’re a single mom facing this crisis alone.

			My journey began years ago when I was oblivious to mental illness. Lost and Found contains the lessons I learned as I fumbled around in my mind and blindly navigated the world alone trying to save my son and myself from losing our minds. I was lost as to what to do and where to go when my son became ill. It is my sincere wish that you will come away from this memoir with a better understanding of mental illness and what you can do to save yourself and your adult child with mental illness. I would like to make it a little easier and less earth-shattering through reading and learning from my mistakes and triumphs.

			I want you to know that it is possible to find what you thought was lost forever.

		


		
			CHAPTER 1


			Who Am I?


			March 2007

			 

			Barreling down I-95 at eighty miles per hour is Jared Livingston, a five-foot-nine, sturdily built veteran of the Iraq War. His brown hair looks like the standard military crew cut soldiers are required to have. He is clean-shaven and well-groomed, as one might expect for an ex-military guy. His left arm is tanned from hanging out the window on sunny days while on a delivery for a customer. He still follows the rules and regulations of the Marine Corp. He is a nice enough guy, and no longer smokes thanks to a Department of Veterans Affairs’ physician who prescribed a nicotine patch. Jared rarely smiles. His demeanor is stoic and serious. Mission first with a no-nonsense attitude.

			He is a full-fledged, full-time driver for ABF Trucking and has been for six months now. Near the end of his last delivery of his day, his high beams shine right into John’s eyes, making them glow red in the dark night. Charging ahead at eighty miles an hour, there seems no way to avoid hitting my son. Jared slams on the brakes anyway. Jared grips the steering wheel furiously and attempts to swerve left, then veers off the road. This is the near-death collision that changed our lives forever.

			 

			

			 

			Fifty-one days had passed since my beloved son John disappeared before the highway incident. He had walked out the front door and vanished. Where? This was anyone’s guess. The night after I received the phone call, the nightmares started. Between my restless sleep, nightmares, and cold sweats, was violent shaking. Did I ever sleep? Would I ever rest again?

			Before John went missing, I rarely woke up at night unless I was stressed at work from dealing with patients and their families. I would worry about all the unfinished nursing care that often goes undone, like washing hair and listening to my patients’ concerns, yet I learned to leave those worries at work. After John went missing, my sleep brought me dark horrors and the nightmares replayed. The images of flashing headlights in the dark on the interstate, the sounds of cars and trucks speeding along, a truck driver desperately blowing his horn, and my son’s wide, frightened eyes swirling around in my sleep.

			My part in all this was simple. I kept vigil. I had a PhD in keeping vigil. I didn’t set the alarm anymore since I quit trying to sleep after 4:00 a.m. I would get up and walk around to pass the time. It was March 8, 2007, when I got that call. It was still dark outside and nothing mattered anymore. That was my life, my routine then. My life was safe and structured before my son went missing. It will no longer be the truth.

			My life turned upside down when my son went missing. I understood what this cliché meant, and I knew it was better to accept what was happening in the moment. But I focused on the raw numbness from fear of the future. My inner routine started as soon as I awoke. My worries followed the same pattern. I would wonder where my son could be. Was he safe? Did he have clothes on and food to eat? Was there anyone looking after him? Was he stranded somewhere? Was he hurt from being mugged, beaten, assaulted, or, God forbid, left for dead on a highway? Had someone murdered him?

			The worry transmuted into sheer panic that wouldn’t go away.

			Sometimes I crawled into bed during the day to nap from pure exhaustion. I still worried. I found that I couldn’t read my body signals anymore, whether I was tired or hungry, nor did I really care. I was losing myself and my ability to cope.

			After the call from Florida, my dreams became more detailed night after night. There were swirling images on the interstate. Next the loud voices of the truckers would begin, some with heavy accents. They discussed which cops to avoid, the latest accidents, highways with construction or detours, which truck stops were easiest to maneuver, and the restaurants with the best food. Their conversations signaled the beginning of an earth-shattering scene, which played again and again, with the same ending.

			The sounds would become louder. And then, the crescendo: the eighteen-wheeler zipped along, brakes screamed, the tight swerve, the hard skid across the lane, all in slow motion. Black skid marks would burst into small flames then a smoke cloud would descent over the terror on John’s face. I heard the insidious thump, and his lifeless body was tossed in the air like a rag doll. The next scene was the 911 call for help. The siren screams got louder, the EMTs scattered. That was when I would wake up, gasping for air.

			My son was almost killed by an Iraq War veteran named Jared. He saw John walking aimlessly from out of nowhere, in the middle of I-95 South heading toward Miami.

			My heart was dead, devoid of joy. My life was meaningless. That nightmare became my new reality. My son was lost to me twice. Once when he walked out the door when he went missing for months, and again, to severe mental illness.

		


		
			CHAPTER 2


			Genetics


			My ex-husband, David, and I grew up in a small town in Pennsylvania. My mother not only knew everyone, she made it perfectly clear to me that David’s mother, Rose, was mentally “off base.” Since David and I were an item, I spent some time at their house. Their home was difficult to get to. It was located off a steep highway, down a hill, and was the second-to-the-last house along an unpaved road. It was nearly impossible to navigate the driveway and walk up to the front door when it snowed. Plows never came to clear the road as far back as I can remember.

			The house was an early sixties-style dwelling and totally uninviting. It was surrounded by unkempt trees, overgrown bushes, and tall grass that blocked the sunlight. Darkness hung over the house like a widow’s shroud. There was a heavy emptiness there, and I thought the house was haunted.

			There were telltale signs that something was amiss with Rose. She was my first introduction to someone with mental illness. Naturally, like any new experience, I was curious, and had no idea she was diagnosed with a disorder until long after I began dating David. She never drove a car, and never left her hometown except for her honeymoon. Her sad energy never failed to greet me at the door. I would enter the same scene every time I visited. Nothing ever changed, not even during the holidays. She was always in her own world sitting in a ragged blue chair in front of the television. She rarely looked up to talk to me. While my mother had plenty of knickknacks, Rose lacked a personal touch. Nothing but ashtrays could be seen on the kitchen counters and on the few tables scattered about in the living room. At least that was all I viewed upon entering that house through the side door. I was young, but I did notice what was missing were framed photos highlighting her children’s milestones and group family photos. I do remember one lone photo on a dusty table in a dark hallway, a black-and-white photo of Rose singing on stage in a nightclub. Before she married, she was a singer, and quite popular. She was beautiful with her long, shiny ebony hair, dark skin, and even darker eyes. She was wearing a slightly revealing vintage V-neck gown. The Rose in that stunning photo in that lonely hallway was a stark contrast from the Rose I saw then. It was like she was two different people in one life.

			Rose smoked continuously, and the house reeked of cigarettes. Smoking for her was her job, her routine. She often lit at least six cigarettes while I was there, though she finished none. I detested the cigarette smoke, and it made me cough, but I was polite. I waited for her to light the cigarette and watched her stare off into the room until the cigarette required her to flick her ashes before they fell onto the carpet or dinner plate.

			Once she was standing in front of the television, rambling something nonsensical about the FBI, when she burst into laughter for no real reason. Although she was not much fun to be with for more than a couple of hours, she was harmless. The more time I spent with her, the more accepting and relaxed I became. After all, David and I had been close since high school, and we dated every weekend. Sometimes she accompanied us to Ted’s Diner for lunch or dinner. I would tread lightly and keep an eye on her. But mostly I would fixate on David to look for signs that her behavior was beginning to change. The pressure of watching and waiting for sudden changes in Rose was exhausting. It seemed as if it were David’s job to smooth her out when she was acting strange in public. She wreaked havoc in David’s life while he was in high school, and in her ex-husband’s life, but I never witnessed it.

			Back then, her condition was labeled manic-depression. It was often treated with psychotherapy and lithium. I don’t remember if Rose went to therapy or not because David never talked openly about her condition while we were dating. There weren’t many outpatient clinics or state hospitals at that time either, at least in that part of Pennsylvania. Just the thought of knowing someone with a mental illness was socially disturbing. Embarrassment replaced concern because of the stigma. Sometimes she seemed relatively normal, and eventually I learned those were the times when she took her medication with consistency. But she couldn’t tolerate the side effects of lithium, so she would stop taking it, and things would get tough in her family. David hinted about trouble but never in detail. His mother’s mental state made her unable to form and maintain healthy relationships with her children, and unfortunately stunted their emotional development. I know this personally because I married one of her sons. I just had to figure it all out.

			I always sensed a deep chasm between Rose and the rest of her family. Being a son with a mentally ill mother must be a terrifying experience. David suffered in silence, and put his pain, embarrassment, and shame in a box. I learned to build a wall between myself, Rose, and my suspicions of mental illness in my ex, and eventually my own son when their symptoms or strange behaviors appeared.

			I constantly questioned myself about what I was seeing and intuiting. Surely Rose was just a quirky and eccentric woman. I know she suffered alone. As far as I know, she talked to no one about her feelings except the occasional trip to her doctor. Long after David and I started dating, it finally dawned on me that she was, without a doubt, mentally ill. While I didn’t want to face the reality that one of my offspring would inherit the genetic predisposition, it occurred to my mother. She was a fine nurse and a curious student in school. She was up-to-date on the new research studies regarding the relationship between mental illness and genetics, and she would share this information with me in a hinting sort of way. I didn’t listen. I was dead set on marrying Rose’s son.

		


		
			CHAPTER 3


			A Son


			My mother kept slipping me information about genetic connection to mental illnesses, even after David and I married. She also hinted that David seemed “somewhat off” as well. She said there was “something in his eyes.” I blew off her comments at first. But her words started to haunt me, so I started reading and researching about mental illness. I must admit, although my fear that my firstborn would carry the predisposition for bipolar disorder slowly unfolded from the background into my consciousness, the joy of a new life overrode my concerns. In addition to my mother’s hints, I was around Rose a lot more than I was when David and I were dating. While it was clear to me that Rose was strange, I could sometimes walk around or hop over the wall I had built between us to protect myself from the shock of some of her behaviors. At times, Rose was hysterically funny, especially during one of her manic episodes. We would laugh so hard together. I learned to love her. She would bring the family together with her exuberant energy and her eagerness to please. There were times she invited us to her famous dinner parties where she would cook authentic Lebanese cuisine. We’d walk into her kitchen filled with steaming pots while she flurried around to please us. Rose introduced me to stuffed grape leaves and kibbeh. She was the impetus for me falling in love with her culture. Inevitably, she would retreat and hide in silence and sadness for weeks sometimes. I naively thought her condition was hers and hers only, so how could it rub off on me? How could it affect her son who seemed to be a totally different person with extremely different values? Yet I was always on edge, especially when we were in public together. I was embarrassed by some of her behaviors. My own stigma and biases about people with mental illness began to unconsciously emerge into my once open, non-judgmental mind.
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