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To Sophie—your willingness to lovingly embrace things just as they are allowed us all to move forward




Introduction


I missed much of the unfolding of my husband’s mental illness. By the time I’d pieced together the puzzle of who David actually was, he was falling apart. My once brilliant, intense, and passionate partner was dead within six weeks of a formal diagnosis of bipolar disorder, leaving my nine-year-old daughter and me without so much as a note to understand his decision. He’d left us hundreds of thousands of dollars in debt and with no plan for helping us recover from the profound grief of his suicide.


David’s employees never called to tell me he wasn’t showing up at the job sites where his company was remodeling high-end residences and commercial businesses. By the time David experienced his first full-blown manic episode, we’d already been keeping separate bank accounts and separate lives. He isolated himself from me with lies and infidelity. I returned the salvo, alienating myself from him by pretending I didn’t hurt.


David’s parents may have known about his struggle with mental illness, but they never let on.


Mental illness, unlike breast cancer, isn’t celebrated with big marches or pink ribbons. The stigma is stifling, and it prevents most people from seeking help. David refused to accept the label of bipolar disorder. He could not imagine a life of medications and therapy, which had helped him so little. David’s path is not unique. Suicide is now the tenth most common cause of death for men and women. Every thirteen minutes, another American dies from suicide. What could we have done differently? What should we have known? According to a 2008 report by the National Institute of Mental Health, research shows that risk factors for suicide include depression and other mental disorders and substance abuse disorders (often in combination with other mental disorders). More than 90 percent of the people who die by suicide have those risk factors.


It is my belief that many people could benefit from hearing more about how psychiatric conditions unfold. In the years, months, and days leading up to David’s death, I didn’t classify him as mentally ill. I missed many signs. I ignored others, believing it could get better. And I scrambled, as the world came crashing down around us, just to maintain my own sanity and the health of my daughter.


Our daughter celebrates her birthday each June. I can’t help but measure her birthdays with an equal sense of apprehension and elation. She’s a teenager now, and still no signs of the brooding, the polarity, the darkness that descended on David like Portland’s thick gray clouds in January, refusing to budge. Yes, she has his intellect, but she also has my relatively sunny nature. She is physically stunning with long, muscular legs and a waist that defies her voracious appetite. She has David’s European cheekbones. The color of her skin is his. Her ears have the same shape. There are times I find myself staring at one of her features for too long. She bats me away: “Mom, enough.”


But David’s genetics also carry a downside. “There’s a 50 percent chance your daughter will present with the same disorder,” a well-meaning psychologist once advised. “It is most common between the ages of sixteen and twenty-one.”


I knew the statistical odds by heart. After David’s death, I’d read every book I could get my hands on about bipolar disorder. I’d measured the likelihood of a gene mutation against the things I could influence—what she ate, how much sleep and exercise she got, the unconditional love that I gave her.


But the genetic risk of mental illness is such that my daughter is keenly aware of what she can’t do. She understands heavy drinking would kill brain cells that she may need to rely on for higher functioning. She’ll never be able to safely experiment with drugs. It’s a burden a teenager shouldn’t have to take on, but more than half of people with bipolar disorder commit suicide. The numbers are intractable, unchangeable. Read fifteen studies and the numbers come up consistently grim.


And yet, there is much to celebrate.


There have been tremendous breakthroughs in brain science from 2005 to 2015. The ability of scientists to study aberrations in MRI imaging has led to new thinking about the treatment for brain disorders. The work of Dr. Bruce Perry at the Child Trauma Academy in Houston, Texas, is focused on brain disorders in children, but the applications may also be relevant to adult populations.


When children are subjected to abuse, neglect, absent parenting, or drug and alcohol exposure, brain development can be severely stunted. Perry’s ability to define treatment based on the child’s current brain functioning is of particular interest to me, since I watched my husband’s behavior regress to that of a child during his hospitalization. I had no context at the time for understanding exactly what was happening to him, or to me.


If I were faced with the same predicament today, I would forcefully advocate for the type of care Perry has successfully practiced: the neurosequential model of therapeutics (NMT), which is a sensitive, neurobiologically informed approach to clinical work. NMT helps match the nature and timing of specific therapeutic techniques to the development of the patient. This research was not available ten years ago and is only now starting to be practiced in some mental health facilities.


NMT’s reliance on somatosensory activities like music, movement, yoga, and therapeutic massage allows healing at the most elementary level. A traumatized brain is incapable of processing the subtleties of group therapy. It is impossible to ask people who have just suffered a manic episode to start sorting out their bills. It is crucial that we understand the limitations of the people we are attempting to help.


I strongly believe that the litany of medications David was prescribed did very little to help. In fact, his first suicidal thought came just days after being prescribed an antidepressant by a well-meaning physician-friend. Medication has helped millions of people, but it fails tens of thousands of families every year. We have relied for too long on an approach to mental illness that relies on pharmaceuticals and fails to take into consideration the whole person—mind, body, spirit.


The collaborative problem-solving method developed by Dr. Ross Greene, of Harvard, is an important milestone in communicating with people suffering from brain disorders. Though the technique was developed for children, it offers an important template for caregivers. David’s early behavior of withdrawal and isolation in our marriage made it impossible for us to solve disagreements or disputes in a collaborative and mutually satisfactory manner. The collaborative problem-solving model employs empathy, consideration of real-life consequences, and collaborative brainstorming to arrive at a place of solution that is both realistic and mutually satisfactory. It may have offered a creative form of communication that I simply did not have at my disposal.


If we knew then all the things we understand now, I might have been more equipped to do more than watch my beloved husband’s decline in a state of denial, grief, and fear. I would have had more resources and wouldn’t have felt so woefully unprepared for marriage to a person with a mental illness. Instead, I compartmentalized our problems in order to deal with the needs of my child and a demanding job. And in my ignorance and fear, I too allowed our lives to spiral out of control.


In the aftermath of David’s death, it took years to stabilize my family’s financial future and the emotional current of our lives. Once I came to terms with what killed David, I did an enormous amount of research to learn more about mental illness and what we can all do to be more compassionate to the people in our lives who are touched with brain disorders.


I have learned so much from my involvement in the Flawless Foundation, a nonprofit advocating for people with brain disorders. My interest is in preventing another loss of life as exquisite as David’s. If we begin modification at the earliest ages, we might improve the chances of mitigating the onset of mental illness.


Dr. Elisabeth Kübler-Ross has described the five stages of grief as denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. When a loved one commits suicide, that list is incomplete. We are haunted by the questions “Why would he?” or “What could I have done differently?”


Suicide is an unnatural choice and leaves carnage for the living. I’d propose one more stage of grief to Kübler-Ross’s list in the case of suicide: forgiveness. It was not until I reached this stage of forgiveness that I was able to sort out my own failings from those of my husband. In accepting responsibility for my part in David’s death, I was able to understand his sense of futility and his unwillingness to face his illness. I forgave him. And in doing so, I’ve been better able to understand his decision.


My hope is that our story—told from the other side of this sixth stage—will be a catalyst for positive change in the ways we approach, regard, and respond to the social fallout of mental illness.




Chapter One


The doorman scanned two pages of names before he found ours—Colin MacLean “plus one.” That was me: the plus one. It was strange to be known that way and even stranger to be wearing a dress. For the last three months, I’d worn nothing in the evening but sweatpants, the uniform of crisis. I tugged at the hem of my black silk dress to pull it down farther.


The young doorman nodded and opened the door, “Enjoy your evening.”


The knot in my stomach tightened along with my smile. The tension was highest just below my rib cage.


The restaurant was one of Portland’s trendiest, with a long marble bar and two stories of dining. The art was modern, and the place thumped with electronic dance music. Dozens of young men and women were moving on the dance floor. The bass bounced off the acoustic ceilings and the glass windows, amplifying the beat. The party took up both floors of the restaurant. Upstairs, dining tables had been pushed aside so guests could hang over the banister to watch the dance floor.


One of them, a young man with sticky, gelled hair, yelled down at my date, “Hey, MacLean, you’re late!”


Colin waved and then gently folded his long fingers around mine. A true gentleman, I smiled to myself. He opened car doors for me. He was the first to stand whenever a woman left or rejoined a group at the dinner table. He thanked waiters and waitresses for their service and did it all sincerely. It was a type of chivalry I hadn’t seen in a long, long time, certainly not from my soon-to-be ex. The marriage was over, except for the formalities, except for David’s signature on the papers. I caught myself nervously biting the inside of my lip and forced myself to stop and be in the moment.


The focus of this party, the birthday boy, was a local real estate agent, a hugely successful, balding, middle-aged guy who liked his newly single life and women under thirty. He was jammed between several women in the middle of the dance floor, oblivious to his newly arriving guests.


I’d been dating Colin for only about a month, but he already seemed like the guy I’d been searching for back in my twenties, when my list of must-haves seemed important. He called when he said he was going to call. He was, as a mutual friend described him, “one of the last remaining good guys.” But I was like a detective trying to uncover Colin’s dark side. I’d even paid a background check company to make sure he didn’t have a record, a history of violence, or a history of pretending he was someone he wasn’t. Men aren’t always as they appear, but they are what they hide.


I watched his profile as he summed up the party: a wonderful nose, perfect in its lines except for a slight bump at the top. It would have been too perfect in its geometry without the break. I liked a man with a few scars, stories to tell about his various broken bones. He was the most stylish man there, taller than the rest, in a black jacket, white tuxedo shirt, and jeans. He smiled easily and shook hands with nearly everyone he passed. The owner of the restaurant made it a point to wind his way through the crowd. “Well, now the party begins,” he said, shaking Colin’s hand and then kissing me expertly on the side of the cheek. I wanted to relax into Colin’s breeze. Instead, I felt like a hurricane was looming.


An oversized mirrored ball hung from the ceiling, spinning slowly, throwing bursts of light onto people’s faces. Like so much in my life, it seemed precarious. Would it drop and smash into pieces? The exits were guarded to keep the party private. I felt my underarms begin to sweat. Part of me felt trapped. Before, I loved parties, the thrill of too much everything: music, people, alcohol. Now in my early forties, my world had been reduced to worrying about my estranged husband, a man I no longer loved. He was in trouble, I knew, suffering from a sudden and acute mental breakdown; tonight he was safe, though. Tonight he was at our home with his mother to watch him. I reminded myself of this and tried to ease the knot below my breastbone, but it had become a part of my physical landscape, like worry lines. A young woman with blonde hair extensions teetered toward us. Colin squeezed my hand and started weaving us through the couples.


I wriggled loose of his grip. “That’s okay; I’ll get a drink first,” I said, smiling, finally breaking free. It was all too much, too fast. I shouldn’t have come. I had convinced myself I was ready to rejoin the social scene. But I was wrong.


The bar was pure chaos. The bartender held two bottles in his hands, pouring, shaking, then pushing drinks toward a line of loud customers. I waved in the bartender’s direction. Nothing.


“I’ll have a vodka martini, double,” I said. Still nothing.


“Vodka martini!” I yelled, and he finally looked my way, nodding.


The light from my phone distracted me from the bartender. “Unknown number,” the phone read.


I took in a breath. Sophie. It must be my nine-year-old calling from her sleepover. I pressed the talk button and held the phone against my ear.


“Ms. Hamilton? Sheila Hamilton?” I could barely make out the man’s voice. The music thumped louder than ever.


“Hold on, hold on. I can’t hear you.” I walked through the middle of the crowd with the phone to my head. Colin saw me striding toward the bathroom and mouthed, Everything okay? I nodded, trying to keep the panic from my face. I pushed past sweaty bodies to the small unisex bathroom.


Inside, I yelled loudly into the tiny speaker of my cell phone. “Sorry. I’m at a birthday party. Who is this?”


“It’s Officer Todd Rodale from the Clackamas County Sheriff’s Office.”


My body suddenly felt heavy, too heavy to stand. Bang, bang, bang! The door shook like someone was kicking it from the outside.


“Hey!” a drunk yelled. “I’ve got to piss.”


Unisex bathrooms, I thought. What a stupid invention. The guy would have to wait. “Sorry, Officer, go on,” I said into the telephone. I plugged my other ear to drown out the drunk, and the music, and the absurdity of the place.


“Ms. Hamilton, we got a report that your husband broke into a woman’s home in the Columbia Gorge and stole her gun.”


I pushed the phone closer to my head. “What? I’m sorry, did I hear you correctly—he has a what?” My soon-to-be ex was supposed to be at the home we’d shared. His mother was supposed to be watching him. This must be a mistake. The dim light of the bathroom made the scene feel like a bad dream.


The cop repeated the words gun and husband and woman. He said they were looking for David, that my husband knew the “victim,” and that they considered this man I was not yet divorced from “armed and dangerous.”


My husband was on Larch Mountain, the officer said. I repeated the information, scrambling to make sense of the bizarre story. I stopped cold at “shots fired.”


“We didn’t know how to reach you,” said the cop, “so I called the radio station. I’m a big fan of yours.”


I drew in a breath. I’d tried so hard to keep the drama of my personal life from most of my coworkers at KINK-FM—and I’d never mentioned on air how serious the problems were.


“I hope you don’t mind that they gave me your cell phone number,” said this cop, this fan.


Shame, humiliation, nausea—the storm moved through my body. I stood up to interrupt the bile rising in my stomach and caught a reflection of my face in the mirror. Red blotches covered my neck and ears. My foundation had disappeared from the sweat. My eyes, which Colin described as a deep emerald color, were bloodshot and pinched. I was pressing the cell phone so hard against my head that my blonde hair was mushed against one ear. The face in the mirror was a mug shot.


The jerk banged on the door again. Now there were several people yelling. One voice came through loudest. “Get the FUCK out!”


I unlocked the door and poked my head out. The crowd outside was larger, the comments louder. “Please,” I said. “It’s an emergency.” I closed the door, locked it, and put the phone to my chest for a brief moment while attempting to slow my breathing. “Where should I meet you?” My voice sounded like that of a person in shock. The sheriff’s office was forty miles east of the city. “Do you have a pen?” he asked.


I heard myself try to answer, watched myself from above, like a moviegoer, conscious of what was happening but no longer mouthing words or reacting to pain. It was someone else down there, some mixed-up woman in a black dress and “no-run” mascara running down her face. She looked pathetic, trapped in an overly expensive bathroom. Gleaming Kohler faucets and no way out. “No, I don’t have anything with me but my phone.”


“Meet us at the Clackamas County Sheriff’s Office in Troutdale.” He said it twice to remind me. I was numb, trying to calculate how I would navigate a forty-mile drive. He must have known I was in shock. He added, “Sorry I had to call you under these circumstances.”


I opened the door slowly. A young man in a tuxedo looked at my face and fell silent. Another guy booed as I walked past. His date elbowed him in the stomach.


Don’t cry, don’t cry, don’t cry. My body felt hollow. I nearly tripped on the step down to the dance floor. A blonde in a tight tube dress stopped dancing to stare at me.


Colin saw me from a distance and pushed through the crowd until he could grab my hand. “Let’s get out of here,” he said, squeezing my fingers.


The young doorman was surprised. “Leaving so early?” he chirped, and then he stopped when he saw my face. “Well, okay, you two have a good night.” He shoved his hands in his pockets and watched us walk away.


Inside the car, my words spilled out. I felt as if I’d been injected with a super shot of amphetamines. I was unraveling, almost babbling. “He’s stolen a gun, Colin. He could do something really dangerous.”


“Whoa, slow down,” Colin said, taking a deep breath. “Start from the beginning.”


 


STIGMA
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According to the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, nearly one in five American adults (18.5 percent), or 43.8 million adults, had a mental illness in 2013. Yet, despite the prevalence of mental illness, the stigma surrounding it persists. Some people still believe that mental illness is a weakness of self, or a choice that can be managed by “pulling oneself together.”


Dr. Graham Thornicroft, senior study author at the Institute of Psychiatry of King’s College, London, says, “The profound reluctance to be a mental health patient means people will put off seeing a doctor for months, years, or even at all, which in turn delays their recovery.” Thornicroft’s team collected information from 144 studies involving 90,000 people around the world. Stigma ranked as the fourth highest of ten barriers to care.


Self-stigmatization can be even more potent and destructive. David’s worsening mental health resulted in a sense of shame so great that his doctors say it complicated the most extreme of his symptoms. He was “unreachable,” as one caseworker told me. Secrecy acted as an obstacle to early intervention in his illness.


If David had been diagnosed with diabetes at a young age, members of his family, school, and church would have undoubtedly mobilized support. His caregivers would have communicated his need for dietary changes, exercise, and/or insulin. This was not the case when David exhibited the earliest signs of depression.


The myth persists that mental illness is a character flaw. It is my hope that one day disorders of the brain will be treated with as much care, compassion, and tenacity as diseases of any other organs in our bodies.




Chapter Two


He drinks too much coffee. That’s what I thought when I first laid eyes on David eleven years earlier. He was juggling construction plans and a pager while he ordered a double-shot cappuccino. He checked his watch, ran his fingers through his hair, and then fumbled through his wallet for a few crumpled bills.


I would later interpret this first impression of David in a much different light. Disorganization and anxiety are two of the early warning signs of bipolar disorder, but on this day, I was immediately drawn to his erratic, discombobulated energy. I thought his lack of bravado was refreshingly different.


I’d slipped away from my job as a reporter for the Portland ABC affiliate, KATU, to refuel for the long night ahead. David was dressed in 501s, a white, organic cotton shirt, and black European dress shoes. His hair was thick and brown, and he was deeply tanned from what I later learned was a month cycling in the California desert. Whatever he said to the barista made her crack up with laughter. His teeth weren’t perfect, and his grin was a little lopsided, maybe a tad shy—infectious.


“Are you a builder?” I asked, nodding at the construction plans he held. We spoke as he was picking up his coffee order.


“Are you CIA?” he replied, the wrinkles at the corners of his eyes turning up.


People shuffled around us to get to the cream and packets of fake sugar. “I need a contractor to finish a deck,” I said. “My neighbors are beginning to ask when I’ll be getting the piles of two-by-fours off my lawn.”


“Let me guess: A, your builder went bankrupt; B, your builder walked out on the job; or C, your builder broke up with you.” He smiled and then handed me his card. “It’s always A, B, or C.”


“B,” I said, looking at the card. Mica Construction. “Pleased to meet you, Mica.”


“No, I’m not Mica. That’s my company name,” he said. “David. David Krol.”


I looked at the card again. “Polish?” I could tell by the spelling and by his strong cheekbones and jaw. He was handsome in a way none of my girlfriends would approve of, too manly for them, with a beard that wasn’t trimmed down to the nub and thick brown hair that looked like it could use a good cut. But he was tall and strong, with intense blue eyes. I was tired of dating metrosexuals who had more hair product on the counter than I did. This guy probably got his hair cut at his girlfriend’s house. I checked his ring finger and suppressed a strange bubble of excitement inside me.


He grinned. “You are CIA. Okay, read me my rights.”


I laughed and shook my head, no, no. “Oh, never mind.”


We walked out the door together and stood in the parking lot. The day was good by Portland standards. Sun peeked through budding magnolias. The rain was giving us a break for now. He smelled like Tom’s toothpaste and a kind of soap I couldn’t identify. He drew a breath in, as if he was going to say something important. “Well, I better get going. I’ve got a bid meeting, uh, ten minutes ago.” He laughed, juggling the plans and his coffee while checking his watch.


“Oh, yes, me too. I’ve got a story that needs a really good editor. Know any?”


His eyebrows lifted, his first overt sign of interest. “So you’re a reporter?” he asked. “Who do you write for?”


I moved my shoulder closer to his. “TV,” I said. “I’m a television reporter.”


He looked confused. His phone rang. He lifted his finger apologetically as he turned to answer. My heart sank.


“Okay, so sorry,” he said after hanging up. He held onto the cappuccino cup with his teeth while he placed the phone back in his pocket. “TV, huh?” he said. “I wish I had one so that I could say something relevant.”


I laughed. This man was different. Interesting. Gorgeous. Completely unaffected by my career. It was the first time in years I’d felt this kind of powerful attraction to a man, an immediate and deep connection, uncanny, unexplainable, except to blame it all on a biological burst of pheromones. “Call me,” he said as he got into his car. “I’ll forget unless you do.”


He drove away in a yellow Mercedes that we would later call Old Yella. It would be the car we made out in, argued over politics in, and eventually strapped a baby seat in. We patched and replaced and limped along in that car, treating it as if it were a beloved but aging, and sometimes neglected, member of the family. It was perpetually in need of repair.


I called him the night of our first meeting, leaving the basic information about my deck on his voicemail. He didn’t rush to bid the job. I buried myself in breaking news, but every time I came up for air, the builder was the first thing on my mind. I called him again and left my number at work and home, trying to sound casual. “Uh, hi, David, the deck job is still there if you’re interested.”


Nothing. Why wasn’t he calling? I’d been dating a string of lawyers and doctors who came after me like the flu in February. In hindsight, I might have been less interested if David had been like the others: doting, responsible, nice. It is almost embarrassing to admit that his ambivalence toward me propelled me further. It made me want him all the more.


A week later, he finally called, offering a lame excuse. “I’m busier than I’d like,” he apologized. Still, he showed up the next day to look at the deck. As he stood on the front deck, I smiled at the items he’d brought with him: a tape measure, a bottle of French pinot, a baguette, a section of soft French Brie, and four radishes.


“That’s an interesting bid package,” I said.


“It can make work a lot more tolerable,” he smiled. “Unless you don’t like French wine.”


He showed me the label and then read the name in a perfect accent. I nodded my appreciation.


“I like French wine. But stinky cheese doesn’t really go well with tape measures.” I pretended to block the door.


“This tape measure is surprisingly robust,” he said. “Goes with everything. Can I come in?”


I stepped aside and gestured him in. He had a builder’s build, the kind you get without having to go to the gym. He had to duck through the entryway, which meant he was at least six foot four. He wore the same kind of jeans he’d had on at the coffee shop and a black dress shirt.


I felt like a schoolgirl, standing nervously in the dining room, trying to decide what to do next. I looked down at the floor. The shoes. Yes, the shoes. “Those look well-loved,” I said of his Italian shoes. A.Testoni, I could tell from the natural seams and hand-woven twine.


“Bologna, fifteen years ago. I thought I would die when he told me how much it would be to have them made.” He gazed at the shoes as if he was remembering the smell of Italy.


“But worth it?”


“They weather like hiking boots. Worth every last lira.”


His dialect, I found out, was from Quebec, where he grew up, along with the half-dozen countries he’d adopted as his own. His lips were full and soft. There was a tiny scar that barely showed beneath his moustache. I’d reported on a doctor who fixed cleft palates in children, and the scar was exactly like the ones I’d seen on dozens of pictures of orphans. “It was brutal,” he said, when he saw me looking at the scar. “Seven surgeries later, I still can’t breathe.”


I turned, embarrassed that I’d been studying his face so intimately.


Embarrassed that he seemed to be able to read my thoughts. Within hours of knowing David, I sensed an enormous vulnerability, a part of him that was wounded and in need of care. His strong exterior was so unlike his interior, and his ability to remain coolly aloof, even while talking about his own disability, was already confusing to me. Over the years, David’s feelings of being different would only increase, a sort of self-fulfilling prophecy. His favorite saying was “We’re born alone; we live alone; we die alone.” I found it odd that he left out the most important part: “Only through our love and friendship can we create the illusion for the moment that we’re not alone.”


Over wine, he told of his life and travels: Morocco, Spain, and Mexico, warm countries where a single man and his backpack could blend in with ease. He’d log or pull construction jobs in his home base, Canada, and then travel until his money ran out. He’d been married once, a marriage of convenience, he said, so that he could get a green card in the United States. “We were young, twenty-something, both of us. We met in a traveling circus.”


My eyes widened. “No way.”


“No, really. I’d joined to take care of the Clydesdales, the only horse in the world that doesn’t make me feel gigantic. Jen was doing something more legitimate.” He paused, studying a painting on my wall. “I cheated on her, and she ended up gay,” he said. “We’re really good friends now, though.”


My reporter instinct kicked in. “Cheated” is a big word for anyone to use in casual chat. I suppressed whatever thread I should have followed for an innocuous question.


“And the uh, woman, you cheated on her with?”


“We spent ten years together. The craziest, spookiest, most fucked-up years of my life.” He said it affectionately and poured the last of the red into his glass. “We’re lucky we both got out alive.”


I let the line sink in, unsure of what to make of it. Two long-term relationships, both described in ominous terms. Was he trying to make himself sound like an unlikely partner? Did he care? Years later, a therapist would describe how we, like everyone, followed our unconscious patterns in our seeking out of partners.


That day, however, it simply felt like we clicked. The wine bottle was empty and the sky had darkened before we got around to looking at the unfinished deck. I turned on the lights so he could measure. He hopped from one two-by-four to the next with the agility of a tightrope walker.


“Yeah, we could do this,” he said. “But it would be a couple of weeks before we could get started.” He snapped back the tape measure and gathered his things from the table. “Let me know what you decide.” He looked at me intently, as if he might reach out and brush my hair to the side.


Instead, he walked to the front door and held out his hand. “It was really nice meeting you.”


A wave of electricity went up my spine. My head was light from the wine. I was airy, ethereal. He lifted his eyebrows as if to say, “Are you okay?”


I straightened my blouse. My chest was warm. He scribbled a quote for the work on a piece of yellow paper and drew two exaggerated lines under the number. “Voila!” he said. “Painless.”


I shifted from one foot to the other, hoping he’d ask to stay. He didn’t. When I closed the door behind him, I wondered what was happening to me.


The yellow sheet he’d left wasn’t an estimate at all; it read “sweet dreams” in scribbled letters. I could barely make out the handwriting.


One Sunday afternoon, shortly after I started seeing David, I got a call from Jim, a mutual fund manager I’d been halfheartedly dating for several months. He described a tenderloin he’d lovingly basted for several hours. He went on about the roasted potatoes, garlic-infused leeks, how he’d found the perfect bottle in his wine cellar, just calling to be opened after twenty years. All in all, he said, it was the perfect summer’s evening on his deck overlooking the city. Was I available?


All during the phone call, David was standing on the porch, in a pair of bike shorts and a jersey, waiting for me to set off on a ride. David was not a traditional date who planned and plotted romantic opportunity. Instead, he’d call or pop by unexpectedly, and we’d end up taking long walks around my neighborhood. Today’s bike ride was one of the first attempts David had made to plan something in advance. I had no idea how strongly David felt about me at this point in our relationship. Oddly, his aloofness made him even more mysterious, more desirable. As he waited for me to finish the call, he tenderly checked the health of my hanging basket, squirting water over the magnolias and then deadheading some of the dormant flowers.


“I’m so sorry, Jim. I’m tied up tonight,” I said, lowering my voice.


Jim’s disappointment was palpable. He didn’t speak for a moment. Then he cleared his throat. “Well, how about brunch tomorrow?”


David peeked his head into the door, smiling broadly, his hair pushed back and his eyebrows lifted. “You ready?” he asked.


I lifted my finger—just one moment, I’ll be right there—expecting to feel conflicted and confused. David smiled, miming for me to hang up the phone. He was so charming when he was like this, playful even in a head-butting competition with another man. I felt a weakness, a stirring that was so biologically driven, so unexpected. Imagine children coming from this man, I thought to myself.


But Jim didn’t give up easily. He repeated himself, and I was jarred back to the phone. “You there, Sheila? Are you there?”


David walked toward me, mischievously thrilled to interrupt my phone call.


“Uh-huh.” I nodded as David slid behind me, his arms around my waist, kissing the back of my neck. I didn’t believe in fate. The biological clock was baloney. I’d rationalized a life without children because kids would prevent me from getting to the top of my career. How do you pick up and move to the next big television market with an infant? How do you go to Europe on a moment’s notice with a toddler? I was in my early thirties and hadn’t seriously considered children until now. I made a mental note to myself to remember the details of that day, the heat in the kitchen, David’s purple jersey with “Trek” emblazoned on the back, the way the hair on the back of my neck stood up when he breathed on me.


Jim’s voice became irritable. “Sounds like you’re busy.”


David kissed my earlobe. My palms throbbed. My heartbeat interrupted my own thoughts, whoosh-whoosh.


Jim cleared his throat.


“Hey, Jim,” I said, “I’m really sorry. But yes, I’m uh, um, I’ll call you later, okay?”


Our bike ride ended at David’s house, a bungalow he’d remodeled on the east side of the river. He told me how he’d found it while out one day walking, a home that was in such dilapidated shape that the aluminum gutters had holes the size of golf balls and the deck was rotten. Now, the home gleamed with copper gutters, fresh paint, and carefully sealed hardwoods on the deck. The small yard was framed with healthy azaleas, maples, and rhododendrons. We’d left our bikes on the front porch as he took me on what he described as the “quick tour.”


The living room was lovingly cared for, looking as if a woman might have placed the rugs, hung paintings, and lined the bookshelves with dozens of worn hardbacks. The reading chair in the corner looked like an antique, with long, dark cherry arms and a tattered cushion. I could hang out here, I thought to myself.


In the dining room, a long table was the sole piece of furniture, one of the most stunning tables I’d ever seen, with room for ten. “I made this table from Brazilian hardwood,” David said. The seams of the hardwood table fit together perfectly. It was shined and sealed, with a vase of large lilies placed in the center. We moved through the dining room into a bright kitchen with white tile and floor-to-ceiling deck doors that looked out on a hardwood deck and garden. David slipped through the door. “Come on out here, meet Sunny-Side Up and Tex-Mex.”


David raised chickens! The red coop looked like it had been created precisely for the corner of his garden. This little fact about my new boyfriend thrilled me no end. “The city actually gives out permits for a certain number of coops in the city,” he said.


Through the chicken coop wire I saw two chickens, one with orange feathers, the other with brown and white markings.


David opened one of the pens and held up a beautiful brown egg. “Now, that’s organic.”


He talked to the chickens through the wire as if they were his children, speaking sweetly to them. “Don’t get nervous, girls. Bad for the eggs.” I couldn’t help loving the contrast; this big, six-foot-four man gently stroking his chickens’ egos. “You ready for the best eggs in Portland?” he said after gathering several more eggs in his T-shirt.


I was famished from the bike ride. “Absolutely!”


I sat on the back deck sunning myself while David puttered in the kitchen. Beyond the chicken coop, David had planted a huge garden, with raised beds sprouting starter plants for tomatoes, cucumbers, onions, and herbs. The back of his garden was lined with sunflowers. It was so peaceful here. I let the sun sink into my bones. Portland’s long rainy season could leave me feeling so sun deprived; it felt good to let the weekend heat sink deep. David’s cherry trees and rose bushes were thriving. The sound of Leonard Cohen played softly through the windows. I felt punch-drunk, cared for, and connected. I closed my eyes and dozed.


When I woke up, David was coming through the door holding a tray filled with food.


“Your eggs are ready, Madame.” David presented the tray of fresh eggs, toast, and a strong cup of coffee, just the way I like it, made in a French press.


He served the meal with small Italian salt and pepper shakers and a white linen napkin. “I love eggs for dinner,” I said. “It’s beautiful.”


“So are you,” he replied, setting the tray down beside me. It was the first overtly affectionate thing David had ever said to me. He was not loose with his words. He touched my arm, and a current moved through me. He watched me without flinching. I wished I hadn’t just finished a sweaty bike ride.


“I’ve never heard you say anything like that before.”


“Yeah,” David said, poking his eggs with a piece of the toast. “I’m not much of a romantic.”


I started to disagree but then thought better of it. He wasn’t a romantic in the way that other men were, offering trips or jewelry as a showing of their affection. But he was completely authentic. David was his own person, and he appreciated me and my ambition. He wasn’t the richest man in the world, or the CEO of a major corporation. He told me he hadn’t bothered to finish his college education in Montreal, a fact that would later make much more sense. But despite the lack of a degree, he was by far the most intelligent and sensitive man I’d ever met, and the most mysterious. I had the uncanny sense that I already knew him, though, and that his serious, contemplative side could be very good for me.


I leaned over to kiss him. He did not rush me, or hurry me. His lips were full, a sweetheart shape that met my own naturally. I was ready to put down roots with someone. This tender gardener had won me over.


We spent most of our weekends together after that: hiking, skiing, mountain biking. Finally, I was with someone who loved the outdoors as much as I did. We traveled whenever we could both get away. We spent many of our summer weekends in the gulches, arches, and peaks of Canyonlands, hiking and bouldering, then cooling off in the local rivers and lakes. The red rock was millions of years old, as grand as any setting I’d ever known. I wanted David to love it as much as I did, and from the smile that settled on his face in the desert, I could tell he was enthralled.


One night in Capitol Reef National Park—three hours from my childhood home near Salt Lake City—we stayed up to watch a particularly active lightning storm. The strikes could have been miles away, but every time one hit the ground, it electrified the room with bright light and an energy that spooked me. The house where we stayed was owned by a college friend, a geologist who had bought land in the Torrey area before it became unaffordable.


Just as the sky thickened with dark, brooding storm clouds, David threw a jacket over me and said, “Come on, we can’t miss this!”


We both ran barefoot into the storm, a wild, chaotic wind and rain that drenched us in minutes. He drew me in close, held out his left arm, and snapped a photograph of us while the dawn broke and a bolt streaked the sky behind us. Our eyes still held the excitement of those strikes, living so close to something so beautiful. And so dangerous.


 


EARLY TREATMENT
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The National Institute of Mental Health reports that “unlike most disabling physical diseases, mental illness begins very early in life. Half of all lifetime cases begin by age fourteen; three-quarters have begun by age twenty-four. Thus, mental disorders are really the chronic diseases of the young. For example, anxiety disorders often begin in late childhood, mood disorders in late adolescence, and substance abuse in the early twenties. Unlike heart disease or most cancers, young people with mental disorders suffer disability when they are in the prime of life, when they would normally be the most productive.”


The study quoted above found that in the United States, mental disorders are quite common: 26 percent of the general population reported that they had had symptoms sufficient for diagnosing a mental disorder during the past twelve months. However, many of these cases are mild or will resolve without formal intervention.


According to David’s doctors, his presentation of bipolar disorder was unusual because he had compensated for his illness for most of his adult life without psychiatric medication, counseling, and/or hospitalization.


David’s sister, a psychologist, said David had informally reported periods of depression in his teens, twenties, and thirties. He experienced significant impairment in his forties, affecting his mood, anxiety level, and ability to sleep. Untreated psychiatric disorders can lead to more frequent and more severe episodes and are more likely to become resistant to treatment.


The Early Assessment and Support Alliance (EASA) project has shown unequivocally that early intervention in mental illness works. EASA supports youth ages twelve to twenty-five years old and offers a holistic approach to psychosis. The two-year intervention includes community education and outreach; intensive multilevel treatment that includes medical care, mental health care, occupational therapy, and vocational support; and strong support to keep young people independent, in school, and tied to employment.


Tamara Sale is Oregon’s EASA program development director. “The current system of mental health care in most places in the United States is broken,” she says, “forcing people into long-term crises and government disability by not providing access to services or evidence-based practices. . . . The approach we have taken has been a fundamental cultural shift. Now, there is greater awareness in the community about being proactive and persistent with psychosis intervention.”


A case study by the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation says that the EASA program “has reduced hospitalizations for psychosis, helped young people maintain critical family and social support, and helped keep them in school.” “If a young person starts to develop psychosis in Oregon,” says Sale, “there is someplace to turn.” According to the case study, a person who is hospitalized for an acute psychotic episode is at heightened risk for another episode and typically faces a longer recovery process. Sale adds, “If you can identify people before they’ve lost contact with reality, it is much easier to keep them on track.”




Chapter Three


David’s upbringing against the backdrop of the Canadian Rockies fascinated me. His father had been a fighter pilot for the Royal Air Force, a forester in the Canadian Rockies, and a Harvard business school grad and business executive. So when David asked me if I’d like to travel with him to meet his parents, I didn’t hesitate. We’d known one another just three months, but this was crucial intelligence; I wanted to see what he was like with his parents.


“What should I wear?” I asked, thinking I already knew the answer. “Something nice, a dress, or a skirt?”


David laughed. “No, please, no. Let’s drive up. Bring a swimsuit and some shorts. There’s such good swimming along the way.”


Just as David had promised, we’d driven in Old Yella, talking and listening to a dozen new CDs I’d brought for the trip. We stopped for a dip in the Columbia River and again just south of the Canadian border. David loved the water, and he seemed to have internal GPS for finding the best swimming and fishing holes. He looked more at home in a canoe than in a car. I watched him drive as he hummed along to Fleetwood Mac, and I thought, I could do this forever.


We arrived in Victoria, British Columbia, just after dinner. My hair was tangled from the ferry ride, and the long, hot drive had left a kind of humid stickiness on the backs of my legs. The ranch home they’d bought was modest, on a half acre of manicured lawn, lined with dozens of magnolia trees and rose bushes. This was a part of the world that literally oozed the benefits of good soil, ample rain, and just the right amount of sunshine.


David’s mother met us on the front steps and shook my hand warmly. “Well, your legs go on forever, don’t they?” she said, smiling.


“It’s really nice to meet you,” I said. Seeing Alice in her proper white slacks, silk tank top, and sensible flats, I wished I’d trusted my own instincts about what to wear when you meet someone’s parents for the first time. A printed red-and-white scarf was tied Jackie O–style on her head, and she wore no makeup. She was stunningly beautiful, even in her mid-sixties.


David’s father came to the door and smiled a grin so contagious I couldn’t help but chuckle—So that’s where David’s charm comes from, I thought. “Shee-laa,” he cooed. “I’ve heard so much about you.” Lew’s blue eyes twinkled in the summer light; his skin was moist and thick, with few lines, even though he was deeply tanned. He had a full head of thick silver hair, the color many older people try to replicate in the salon after they’ve given up on blonde or black or auburn. His short-sleeved shirt looked casual enough, but a fiery red ascot peeked out at the top of his neckline, throwing the whole look off. Wow, what a character.


“Come in, come in,” Lew said. “You must be parched. What can I get you?”


We settled in the living room, designed with the most basic of pieces: a couch, two chairs, a nice Persian rug, a couple of lamps, a coffee table, and a bookcase. No nonsense. Alice stirred iced tea in the kitchen while we chatted. They’d moved all over the world, Lew said. This last move was from Italy to Victoria, B.C., the midway point between Portland and Montreal. I tried to calculate mileage as a reason for settling down somewhere; it seemed as good as the next.


“David says you are a journalist. What newspaper do you write for?” Lew asked.


“Oh, I don’t write for newspapers anymore,” I said. “I’m in television.”


“Mm.” Lew’s look turned. “There is nothing as valuable as the printed word, as far as I’m concerned.”


“Agreed,” I said, trying to cheer him back to the jovial point where we’d begun upon our arrival. “But television is about writing, too.” I started to explain my belief that the best stories married strong writing with powerful imagery. He stopped me midway through my sentence.


“Television is a scourge on our society,” he said bluntly.


I recoiled. David looked amused by the exchange; he’d warned me his dad was moody, charming, and complicated. I’d seen all of it in the course of twenty minutes.


“I think I’ll freshen up,” I said. “David, would you show me where we’ll be staying?”


Alice interrupted, standing and blocking my route to the hallway. “David will stay in here,” she said politely, pointing to a small den with a foldout bed. “And you can take the guest room.”


“Yes, yes, of course.” I blushed.


I surveyed the guest room Alice showed me. A Bible lay on the bookstand with a proper reading light and a bookmark midway through the pages. The single bed was covered with a lace bedspread, something my grandmother would have approved of. A portrait of Jesus hung above a chest of drawers, his face flooded with light and grace, his long hair cresting at the top of a white gown. He looked beautiful, I thought—and like Jim Morrison.


David had never mentioned that his parents were so religious. He called himself “a screwed-up Catholic schoolboy” when we talked of his private education and the mind-numbingly long Sunday services. I had followed the lead of my parents who, while deeply spiritual, had never really attached to the religion that dominated our state, Mormonism. I unfolded my clothes and placed them carefully in a chest of drawers. The top drawer had been cleared for my things.


The isolation and strict order in the house made me feel unsteady. My own family, however flawed, would have broken out a round of beer or a bottle of wine by now. Someone would be telling an inappropriate joke. And there would be laughter, lots of it.


I came back into the living room to find Alice darning a pair of socks—who does that?—and Lew reading the newspaper, a pair of reading glasses balanced on the crook of his nose. Alice was built similarly to David’s sisters, whom I would meet later. They were all tall and lithe with beautiful bone structure. Her nimble fingers worked quickly, and only once did she reach for her reading glasses, when she was re-threading the needle. I watched this scene and found myself drawn to her deliberately attentive pace, the old-fashioned rituals of caring for house and home. Every move Alice made was purposeful; on her way to return Lew’s socks to his drawer, she stooped to pick up the ads that had fallen from the newspaper, straightened a table lamp, and ran her finger across the piano. I could learn a thing or two about how to run a household from this woman, I thought to myself.


I’d never really learned how to nurture a household and longed for a proper role model; my mother’s own domesticity alternated between manic bursts of activity and sheer neglect. I relied on my closest friends for instructions on how to cook a roast, scrub properly underneath a toilet seat, or bring order to a file cabinet. I tried desperately, often failing, to keep a few plants alive.


I followed Alice into the kitchen when she announced she was going to make dinner. When she opened the fridge, it appeared almost bare, the white light shining brightly on just a few items. But she methodically pulled together the ingredients for a lemon rosemary chicken roast, orange vinaigrette-glazed beets, and a delicious rice salad.
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