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A Note to the Reader






This book is also the story of my life with Dissociative Identity Disorder (DID). My goal is to educate people about DID. However, I am not a doctor or psychiatrist. My experiences, opinions, and ideas about DID are not those of a professional. They are not a substitute for personal medical care and attention.


For those who have been diagnosed with a dissociative disorder, or who are struggling with the negative aspects of dissociation, it is my hope that this book will inspire you to accept your diagnosis or to make the decision to seek professional help if you are not already in therapy.








To my son, Christian Walker, 
I love you. 
Thank you for helping me to mature as a man and a father.






I want to acknowledge Charlene Maxfield. Thank you for all your help. And also, my thanks to Gary Brozek for his time and talent in developing this book.







It is not the critic who counts, not the man who points out how the strong man stumbles, or where the doer of deeds could have done them better. The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; who errs, who comes short again and again, because there is no effort without error and shortcoming; but who does actually strive to do the deeds; who knows great enthusiasms, the great devotions; who spends himself in a worthy cause; who at the best knows in the end the triumph of high achievement, and who at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly, so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who neither know victory nor defeat.


Theodore Roosevelt (1858–1919) 
26th President of the United States
The Man in the Arena
Paris, France 
April 23, 1910









Author’s Note






William Shakespeare, in Act II ofThe Tempest, wrote, “What’s past is prologue.” For most of my life, I believed the exact opposite was true: “What’s past is past.” I’ve spent my life looking forward, not backward. That’s one reason why writing this book has been a challenge. I’ve also spent much of my life overcoming challenges; in fact, I relish a challenge and some would say I’ve gone out of my way many times to take one on instead of taking the easy way out. I’m not so sure about the going-out-of-my-way part, and I’ll leave that for you to decide after you’ve read this.


You may find it surprising that I’m familiar with the works of Mr. Shakespeare. As you’ll see, there’s a lot more to me than my ability to carry a football, sprint to the finish line, or any of my other accomplishments on the field of play. It’s interesting to me that we use the wordplay to describe what I did for most of my adult life. To me, whenever I stepped out onto the football field, the track, a bobsled run, or even in playing a video game with my son, what I was participating in was a matter of life-or-death seriousness. I’m that competitive. Most people who know me off the field have a hard time reconciling that fact with the reality they know firsthand—that I’m a southern gentleman born and bred, meekly humble, devoted to God and my family, and about as unlikely to enjoy wreaking physical havoc on myself and others as a Buddhist monk.


The truth is that I am all of those things. The truth also is that for most of life, from childhood onward, I had a form of mental illness that enabled me to be simultaneously a fierce competitor, consumed by a desire to be the best and to dominate, and a quiet unassuming man who let his actions do the talking. When I was diagnosed with dissociative identity disorder (DID) shortly after I ended my playing career, I wasn’t certain if what I was being told about myself was true. After all, I had heard about multiple personality disorder and I felt like none of those Jekyll-and-Hyde images and associations applied to me. When my doctors explained to me that I had developed other personalities (alters) to help me cope with and survive the pain, alienation, and abuse I experienced as a child and adolescent, I was skeptical. I did some digging to investigate their claim more fully, in an attempt to understand what role the disorder may have played in how I had lived my life.


This book, then, is a part of my coming to terms with this diagnosis. As I said, I’m not someone who is prone to reflecting on and examining the past. By necessity, however, I had to be this way in order to write this book. I want to be sure that readers understand how difficult this is for me, not as an excuse for failures in fact or omissions of details that others might recall, but simply to let you know that as I was experiencing these events growing up and as an adult, I wasn’t aware of the multiple personas who existed in my mind. For me, like most of you reading this, my experience was a seamless stretch of events narrated by a single person. I didn’t realize then that there was inside of me a kind of chorus or a cast of actors each taking their turn to step into the spotlight to take charge. I now understand that there may have been as many as twelve distinct alters enabling me to cope with my reality. Some of them were aware of the presence of the others, some were not.


In looking back, I can see how these many alters may have acted on my behalf at certain points in my life, but I also have to say that I was unaware of their presence in those moments. I was simply being Herschel Walker and doing what I thought was best. As I relate these events to you in the pages that follow, I hope that you will keep this distinction in mind. I am recounting my life as best as I can recall it through the filter of this diagnosis of DID. I often find myself puzzling over how I behaved back then, the choices I made, in the light of this relatively new information I’ve come to understand about myself. I guess that one way I can make you understand how this feels to me, the strangeness of it all, is to ask you how you might view your life and your past if, say, you were to learn at the age of thirty-three that you were adopted. You’d have a lot of questions regarding how your life would have been different if you’d known that essential fact about yourself.


One of the things my alters did for me was to make me forget most of the awful things that had happened to me. They worked very hard to bury those memories in secret places that the essential, more vulnerable me couldn’t find. As a result, I don’t have strong and clear recollections of most of those painful moments. In digging them up now, after more than twenty years, they show the ill effects of having been buried for so long—those memories are mostly composed of a patchwork of faded and decomposed images. Simultaneously, what DID also did for me was to preserve the more pleasant experiences—and there were many—by placing them in a kind of sealed jar. I can remember some things that happened very clearly, but what I did or how I felt about them at the time is murky at best. One of the symptoms of DID is a disconnection from time and events, and my lack of recollection, my disconnection from many of the most traumatic experiences, was one of the key diagnostic points my doctor used to confirm his claims about the nature of my mental illness.


I’m still struggling with the knowledge that I have a mental illness, and making sense of my life knowing what I know now remains a real challenge for me. I’ve taken on as my life’s mission not just understanding DID for my personal benefit, but understanding it so that other people may enrich their lives, lessen their level of pain, and find comfort in knowing that even with all those different alters as company, they, and I, are not alone.









Foreword from Dr. Jerry Mungadze






Imet Herschel Walker for the first time while participating in theDallas Times Herald indoor track meet at Reunion Arena in 1980. Carl Lewis and Herschel Walker were featured to compete in the forty-meter dash, while I was slated to run the two-mile race. Before the race, I remember the intensity between the two athletes. Carl and Herschel didn’t speak. They just warmed up—pacing and staring at each other. Seconds after the starter gun sounded, Herschel had won the race, and instantly the tension melted away. As he relaxed, Herschel introduced himself to me and my African runner friends. I immediately connected with him, and through the years, we developed a friendship as we chatted at various meets in which we would both compete. Little did I know that this same passionate sports hero would one day walk into my office, facing perhaps the greatest challenge in his life.


Trying to understand what was happening to him, Herschel bluntly asked me, “Doc, am I crazy?” And so our journey together began. For the past twenty years, I have guided hundreds of people struggling with dissociative disorders on the difficult path of recovery. But doing so with someone like Herschel Walker has truly been an extraordinary experience—not because of his celebrity status, but because of what he brings to the journey for himself and all others who share similar experiences.


Herschel did nothave to share his personal battles with anyone outside his family, but he is courageous and caring enough to do so. Inviting you, the reader, into the compelling story of his life, Herschel poignantly shares how he has used adversity to inspire him to be successful in his running career, his professional football career, his Olympic career, and in his business life.


For those readers who may have been diagnosed with a dissociative disorder or are struggling with the negative aspects of dissociation,Breaking Free will inspire you to accept your diagnosis, to work with your alter personalities, and to seek help if you are not already in therapy. For those readers already being treated, this book will open doors to self-help ideas you have not thought of before.


Finally,Breaking Free will also help your family members obtain a better understanding of dissociative identity disorder (DID) and how it works. It will drastically change their perceptions of the disorder, as well as help them lovingly embrace their loved ones who daily live with DID.


Jerry Mungadze Ph.D. 

Dissociative Disorders expert, Mungadze Trauma Programs 

Adjunct Professor in treatment of trauma-related disorders, 

Baptist University Graduate School, Dallas, Texas









Prologue






The day had started like most others in my life. I rose well before my wife, Cindy, and son, Christian, were awake. I slipped quietly down the stairs of our suburban Dallas home and stepped into what I consider in some ways to be my safe haven—my workout and exercise area. I got down on the floor and began my usual routine—2,500 sit-ups and 1,500 push-ups. I’d been following that same pattern for more than twenty-eight years, 365 days a year come rain or shine, feast or famine, on the road or at home. Only today, in the process of writing this, did I calculate what that all meant: 17,500 sit-ups a week; 910,000 per year; 25.480 million since it all began back in Wrightsville, Georgia, as a chunky sixth grader. By my calculations, it will take me a little more than twelve and a half more years to reach 37 million—the number of miles the Earth is from Jupiter. My allusion to another planet is deliberate; for a lot of my life, I’ve felt like an alien, and tried to put a great distance between other people and me.


After I finished my workout, I took a quick shower and then I sat and read the newspapers with the television turned to CNN, to catch up on the world’s events, just as I did nearly every morning. That routine comforted me; my playing days were over in one sense but in many others they never ended. I folded up the papers and put them in the recycling bin. I brushed my teeth and checked on Christian before going to my home office, where I spent the rest of the morning. Cindy came in at one point to let me know that she was going out with some friends for lunch, and she’d be taking Christian with her. I kissed them both good-bye and returned to my work.


A few hours later, I was still seated at my desk, reviewing some paperwork I’d taken home regarding a potential deal I was hoping to make. I was determined to make Renaissance Man Food Services and Herschel’s Famous 34 major players in a very tough industry. Since I’d stopped playing football three years before in 1998, I’d been focusing much of my competitive energy on making my many business interests flourish. Things were going well. I really didn’t need to work, money was not an issue for me, but I’d been relentlessly restless for the last twenty-five years of my life, and I wasn’t about to slow down.


I’d sat there checking and rechecking some numbers, when I glanced at the calendar on my desk. The date was February 24, 2001. In exactly seven days, I was going to turn thirty-nine years old. Hard to believe that time had passed so quickly. I’d enjoyed a stellar college career, won the Heisman Trophy, finished up my professional days as the number two player in all-purpose yardage (number one if you considered, which the NFL didn’t, my yards earned in the USFL), represented my country in the 1992 Winter Olympics in Albertville, France, been paid millions of dollars for playing a game, and earned millions more from endorsement deals. I’d been able to help family and friends, met with presidents and business leaders, was married to the only woman I’d ever loved, had a son I adored. Considering all that, what was about to happen made little sense to me then, and only now can I understand my actions at all.


The phone rang. It was my friend Robert Jones’s wife, Natalie. When I heard her voice, I suspected what the call was about. I looked at the calendar again. It had been almost six days. Natalie and I exchanged hellos.


“Herschel,” she said, “he’s here but Bob isn’t around. What do you want me to do?”


I felt as though someone had thrown a switch in my head. “Natalie, whatever you do, you tell that man not to do anything. He’s to stay right there. He better not even think about unloading that car.”


“Herschel, I’ll talk to him, but—”


I cut her off. “Natalie, I’m telling you, that man had better not touch that car or move a muscle.”


“I’ll see what I can do.”


In one part of my brain, Natalie’s frightened tone registered and made me even angrier. Not at her, but at the guy sitting in her driveway. He’d jerked me around long enough. I was going to put an end to that. What’s right is right, and what this man had been doing was wrong. Way wrong. I could never abide by people taking advantage of someone else—especially me. Another part of me felt bad about putting Natalie, an innocent bystander, in a tough position and for alarming her. That didn’t stop the downhill slide I felt, the rapid acceleration of my emotions.


“I’m getting in the car, and I’ll be there in twenty minutes. He better be there when I get there.”


I slammed the phone down, grabbed a set of keys, and literally ran out of the house to the garage. I stood in the weak February sunlight, pressing the button on the key fob, listening for the distinctive blip that would tell me which car’s keys I’d grabbed. I hustled over to the far bay and waited impatiently for the opener to raise the door. I was tempted to grab the handle myself; instead, I waited for what seemed minutes for the rattling mechanism to do its work. Sliding behind the wheel of my Mercedes E Class sedan, I felt like there was a war raging inside of me.


Natalie had called to let me know that a car that I’d ordered from a man in Philadelphia had arrived. I’d originally asked that it be delivered to Robert’s house because I was scheduled to be out of town. Well, my trip had come and gone, and still no car had been delivered. Six days had passed, and this man had not honored our agreement. I’d spent three days sitting at home waiting to hear from him, expecting that he’d be honorable enough to at least keep me posted on the status of the delivery. And now this? He doesn’t even return my calls, but instead calls my friend’s house, completely ignoring my message that it should now be delivered straight to me? Was that any way to do business? Did this guy think he could get away with not keeping his word? I couldn’t let him get away with that.


I could feel my jaw pulsing and my teeth grinding as I sped down Church Road toward Robert’s house. I wondered for a moment if my Beretta pistol was still in the glove compartment. I’d been a licensed and registered handgun owner for years, had permits to carry a concealed weapon, and had even gone to the FBI academy during two off-seasons to do some training. I’d majored in criminal justice in college and had dreamed of serving in the FBI. The logical side of me knew that what I was thinking of doing to this man—murdering him for messing up my schedule—wasn’t a viable alternative. But another side of me was so angry that all I could think was how satisfying it would feel to step out of the car, pull out the gun, slip off the safety, and squeeze the trigger. It would be no different from sighting on the targets I’d fired at for years—except for the visceral enjoyment I’d get from seeing the small entry wound and the spray of brain tissue and blood—like a Fourth of July firework—exploding behind him.


Every few seconds, I’d hear a voice telling me, “No, Herschel, that’s wrong. You can’t shoot a man down in cold blood over this.” Over that voice I’d hear another urging me on: “You’ve got to take care of business. This guy has done you wrong. You can’t let him get away with that. Kill him.” Over and over these two voices were shouting at me, each one pleading with me. As I made the turn south on the four-lane highway that would take me to the subdivision where Robert and Natalie lived, I began to pray to God. For even longer than I’d been doing my daily routine of exercises, I’d been praying. As a born-again Christian, I believe God actively and directly influences me to action. I asked that He help stop me from what I was about to do.


“Lord, Jesus, I do not want to kill this man. Please, dear God, somehow show me what it is that I should do.”


My hands were crushing the steering wheel, and when I caught a glimpse of myself in the rearview mirror, I saw the veins and sinews in my face and neck standing out like rivers and streams on a relief map. My face was contorted and it was difficult for me to believe that the person I saw in that mirror, eyes darting furiously from the mirror to the road ahead, was really me.


“Do it.”


“Stop it.”


“Do it.”


“You can’t.”


“Do it.”


Like the pulsing rhythm of a chorus, the two voices kept up a relentless beat. Simultaneously, I felt frightened, exhilarated, disgusted, at peace, and resigned. Motoring up to Robert’s house, I felt as if adrenaline was being pumped by the gallon into my system. Everything came into such sharp focus. Every red petal of the flowering burning bush that lined the driveway stood out in stark contrast to the boxwood evergreens that squatted in front of them. Red. Green. Go. Stop. Do it. Don’t.


I repeated my plea to God for guidance. As always, He was there for me then.


I stopped the car and slammed the shifter into park. As I was reaching for the glove compartment to check for my gun, I could see through the web of steel that made up the carriage of the auto transport trailer to the back window of the semi’s cab.


SMILE.JESUS LOVES YOU read the sticker plastered there.


I had my answer. I sat in the car for a few minutes, head in my hands, giving thanks to God. The voices quieted and then fell silent. All I could hear was the ticking of my turn signal. Lord knows how long it had been on, but I knew that I needed to take a new direction in my life.


The Herschel Walker who had driven to that house with murder in his heart and mind was not the Herschel Walker I had been for most of life. Something was clearly wrong with me, and I had to figure out what it was. And quickly.


All my life I’ve faced life’s battles head-on and at great speed. I was about to embark on a challenge I’d never thought I’d have to face, but one that I was determined to win. For a while then, and at various periods of my life, I felt like I was losing control, spiraling downward, acting out in ways I’d never thought possible. I’d been wondering if I needed professional help in answering this question: “Doctor, am I crazy?”


Before I would see a doctor, though, I had more push-ups and sit-ups to do. Why was that 37 million miles to Jupiter and the number of exercises I completed so important to me? Because for a lot of my life I’ve felt isolated from the rest of the world. I’d been running for most of life, from what only I really knew but seldom talked about. It was time to stop running and face some harsh realities.









Chapter One



Diagnosed but Not Defined






In the days, weeks, and months following my asking (and mind you, not for the first time) that question about my sanity, I got my answer. Doctors told me that my behavior and history indicated that I had dissociative identity disorder. That is the term that mental health professionals now use in place of multiple personality disorder. I can understand why the American Psychiatric Association, in 1994, in its definitive guidebook to identifying mental illness, theDiagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders-IV, changed that name.


As advanced as we like to believe we are, when it comes to mental illness, many people react with shock and horror when they are diagnosed with it. Worse, when we learn that a loved one, a friend, even someone we know casually or not at all has been diagnosed with mental illness, a part of us recoils. We don’t want to believe it, and yet we’re fascinated to learn the news of the diagnosis, searching our memory banks for telltale clues to fortify our suspicions that something wasn’t quite right with the person all along. In rural Georgia of the 1960s, we sometimes talked about people, relatives or neighbors, who we sensed “weren’t quite right” or “touched in the head.” Most often we simply referred to these poor folks as “tetched.” All those attempts at softening the language of mental illness represent our efforts to avoid the sometimes harsh reality of what it does to those with the condition and to those who know them. The termmultiple personality disorder was another distortion of the reality of the condition. I don’t know how any of us in my family would have reacted if we had heard that term applied to any one of us.


My family wasn’t one for gossiping and spreading rumors, but I can remember all of us gathered around for one occasion or another and one of us making a passing reference to Mrs. Johnson. She lived in town, and was, it seemed to me at eight years old, an elderly, stooped woman. I remember her as a woman who walked around town always dressed to the nines. Clad in her Sunday go-to-church suit, a necklace with pearls as big as marbles strung around her neck, and a red smear of lipstick that didn’t so much cover her lips but thickly trace the outlines of them, she was hard not to notice. What I remember most is that she always seemed to be involved in a conversation with herself, that gash of a mouth in constant motion.


Now, I can’t say for certain that she suffered from DID, but I do remember my mother telling me just a year or so ago that Mrs. Johnson had passed. That shocked me, and I thought the woman surely must have been nearly a hundred and twenty years old when God called her home. Turns out she was only seventy-three. Whether my mis-estimate of her age was typical of a young child’s view of an elder or an accurate perception of Mrs. Johnson’s physical transformation as a result of mental illness, I can’t say for sure. But I do know this: whenever Mrs. Johnson was mentioned, the adults reacted one of two ways. They either rolled their eyes in pity, or dropped them in shame—both accompanied by a sad, slow shake of the head. Pity and shame live in the same run-down neighborhood, and I don’t ever want to live there, let alone visit.


The shame and pity of it all is that we view mental illness the way we do—most often as a failure of the person’s will, a weakness of character. In recent years, some mental disorders have come out the closet, so to speak. We now recognize that mood disorders like depression and bipolarity afflict many people and their origins are chemical in nature and not a character flaw. We can all sit and watch the commercials the pharmaceutical companies and their advertising agencies put out touting the effectiveness of their latest antidepressant compounds—Cymbalta, Lexapro, Paxil, and others. We may even know the difference among monoamine oxidase inhibitors (MAOIs), tricyclics, and selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors (SSRIs), thanks to the frequent newscasts, magazine articles, and books about depression. That makes sense when you consider that according to the National Institute for Mental Health, approximately 20.9 million people over the age of eighteen suffer from various mood disorders. That number translates into nearly 10 percent of the American population. That accounts for less than half of the 26.2 percent of Americans over the age of eighteen who may be diagnosed with a mental disorder in any one year. That means 57.7 million people in this country alone have some form of mental illness.


Increasingly, we have heard in the last few years about what the NIMH classifies as “anxiety disorders.” Among these are the various phobias, panic disorder, obsessive-compulsive disorder, post-traumatic stress disorder, and general anxiety disorder (GAD). The NIMH estimates that nearly 40 million Americans experience the symptoms of any one of these anxiety disorders each year. That is slightly over 18 percent of the population.


We’ve come to accept mood disorders and anxiety disorders as a part of our culture—they may be a product of our intensity and the fast-paced and uncertain nature of our lives. They’ve come to be so normalized that television audiences have embraced the actor Tony Shaloub’s portrayal of an obsessive-compulsive detective on the showMonk. We view the outward manifestations of his mental illness as endearing quirks. While I’m glad that in one sense our responses and reactions to some mental disorders have changed, I’m not certain that the same can be said for DID or another kind of personality disorder, schizophrenia.


In fact, if you go to the home page of the NIMH Web site, you will find that while schizophrenia is listed, DID isn’t. If you dig a little deeper into the Web site and search for the termDID, you will only find one entry—and that is on mental health and mass violence.


My hope for this book is to educate people about DID. Truth be told, until I was diagnosed with the disorder in 2002, I had never heard of it. When I was told that the disorder was once called multiple personality disorder, immediate images of the movieSybil sprang to mind. I had never read the book by Flora Rheta Schreiber that the TV miniseries was based on, but I did watch Sally Fields as she played the shy young graduate student with sixteen different personalities. Sybil’s so-called waking self was a fearful, nerve-racked young woman who had to rely on other personalities or “alters” to deal with most everyday situations. When she needed to be aggressive and assert herself, Peggy Ann or Peggy Lou would step out of the shadows and help Sybil. If she needed to be friendly and engage other people in conversation, then Vicky took control. Depending upon the situation and what it demanded of her, Sybil could call on any one or a combination of those sixteen distinct personalities to take on the task. For most of us, our impressions of DID or multiple personality disorder are shaped by that movie, or the classicThree Faces of Eve, or maybe by a more recent movie,Primal Fear, starring Edward Norton as a conniving, violent murderer who may or may not suffer from the disorder.


Like all fictionalized accounts, those films contain elements of truth as well as fiction. In order to effectively show what is going on as each personality reveals itself, characters are often shown speaking in different voices, with very different mannerisms and accents, and other very distinctive physical and vocal traits. In reality, only people with the most severe cases of DID will behave in that way. In my case, I may have acted out in ways that were out of character for me (as I did in the car purchase incident) but it wasn’t as if I walked, talked, or looked very much different from my “usual” self. Most people would have made the assumption that I was having a bad day, not that a Bad Herschel had taken over. In truth, there was a bad, angry Herschel inside of me, just as there is inside all of us. What made me different, and what characterized my distinct form of DID, was that for the majority of my life, the alternate personalities that I developed did far more good than harm. That I believe DID can be a powerfully effective tool for some people is likely to be the greatest shock you will encounter in reading this account of my life and the role DID played in it.


Since there is so much “information” out there about DID that I believe is distorted or inaccurate, I’ve decided to risk the shame and potential pity my revelation will elicit in order to come forward to reveal the truth about my mental illness. I can remember very clearly the moment I decided to take this step. I was looking over my collection of vintage watches. I held a Patek Philippe in my hand, one of the finest Swiss timepieces ever made, and began to wonder about the men who had worn it previously. Was time kind to this person? Did the passing seconds and minutes bring them happiness or sadness? Did they bring great wealth or debt? Did they bring freedom or bondage?


Our lives revolve around time, either wanting it to go faster or to stop it. Time is a very valuable commodity, and what we choose to do with it will make a difference in our lives as well as the lives of other people. I was raised to believe that each of us is responsible for choosing the kind of imprint we leave on this world.


You can have fame and be known around the world. You can have more money than you will ever be able to spend. You can live in a million-dollar mansion and drive a Mercedes-Benz. But if you can’t or won’t help others, all of that’s in vain. Your life will be like someone who carries his money in a bag riddled with holes.


I feel there is a specific plan and purpose for every person on the face of the earth. I have accomplished many goals in my life, and because I have received so many honors and awards, some may think I have fulfilled my destiny. I feel that the greatest achievement of my life will be to tell the world my truth, from my perspective, about dissociative identity disorder.


I hope my legacy will be more than what I have achieved on the football field and on the track. I would rather be remembered for opening my heart and sharing my experience with DID so that others can understand this condition.


A lot of research has been conducted and many books have been written concerning DID, none of which have cast it in a positive light. My goal is to help bring freedom to the lives of those who have it and understanding to those who have never experienced it. I want to show that dissociative identity disorder can sometimes be a positive tool for good rather than something always negative and destructive. In many ways, my belief about DID is a lot like the condition itself. DID is a coping mechanism that we use in the face of something that could potentially destroy us—in that sense, it is a very positive thing we use in the face of something overwhelmingly negative.


Just as depression is just one type of mood disorder, DID is just one type of dissociative disorder. To understand what it is, we have to understand what dissociation is. As the word suggests, dissociation is a mental process in which we don’t associate or connect one idea(s) with another or others.


For example, we all daydream, and have all probably had the experience of driving in a car and looking down at the odometer, the clock, or a passing road sign and realizing that a significant chunk of miles or minutes has passed of which we have little or no recollection. The same may happen when we “get lost” in a good book or a movie. We’re not aware of the passage of time, or maybe even the entrances or exits of others in the room. We lose touch (disconnect or dissociate) with the context of our surroundings. If we experience that, does it mean that we are mentally ill? Of course not. I use those experiences just to show how the mental process of dissociation works. When that process is more complex and chronic, then we’ve moved along the scale from mild to more severe and entered into the realm of dissociative disorders. The most severe cases of dissociative disorders can prevent people from fully functioning, while others with dissociative disorders, like me, can hold down full-time jobs and appear to be leading a typical, “normal” life.


The key word in DID isidentity. When a person has DID, they either consciously or unconsciously create another identity (often referred to, as I will throughout this book, as an “alter”) in order to dissociate from some painful, traumatic events. To illustrate the difference between the general termdissociate and DID, let’s use the example of a young woman who is the victim of incest. In order to cope with that incredibly traumatic experience, the mind dissociates or disconnects the person’s thoughts, emotions, memories, actions, or even identity from the circumstances. For example, a young woman who is sexually abused (as was Sybil) may dissociate the room, the time of day, from the ongoing memory of the attacks. This offers a kind of temporary emotional escape from the horror, the fear, and the pain, of what has happened to her. If you’ve ever wondered how a victim of incest can remain living in the same house with his or her abuser, it’s often because of the process of dissociation. It can be as simple as “blocking out” those memories or as complex as creating an alter who suffered the abuse. When DID is present, that alter is the one present during the abusive episodes, but is not the one seated at the breakfast table the morning after the attack chatting away as if nothing had happened. To that victim of DID, it really is as if nothing had happened to her—it happened to that alter who was momentarily, or even much of the time, not present. That lack of connection or association is what marks all dissociative disorders regardless of the severity. Again, what makes DID distinct from other dissociative disorders—post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is the most widely known of them—is the creation of that other identity, personality, or alter.


PTSD and DID are very closely linked, and most people with DID are also diagnosed with PTSD. The reason for that should be obvious—DID is the result of a trauma, and the alter or alters developed in response to it are initiated during and after that trauma. Not everyone with PTSD develops alters, but everyone with DID has suffered, to one degree or another, some kind of trauma, usually in childhood. For children, DID and any other form of dissociation are an extremely effective defense against pain—physical and emotional—or the fear of that pain being inflicted on them. It allows them not just to endure the pain, but to function as though the trauma hasn’t happened to them at all. What a wonderful thing the mind can do for us; we can survive what would seem to be overwhelmingly hopeless situations and live to fight another day. That is the way that I prefer to look at it. I have to admit that there is a downside to it—that persons with DID continue to suffer the abuse, dissociate from it, and, as a result, not report the abuse. Another downside is that over time, because the escape is so effective, those with DID get so good at using their coping strategy that they overuse it. I hate to use a football analogy for fear of trivializing this, but I think you will understand the point better if I do. If a team has success with a particular running play—a halfback toss, for example—they may start to call it more and more. The defense will make an adjustment, and as a result, the play will break down and the running back will be thrown for a loss.


What also happens frequently with DID is that the person will continue to use a coping mechanism long after the traumatic circumstances are in the past. If you continue to use that same dissociation or have developed those alters to help you, and your circumstances have changed, then your coping mechanism is no longer effective. My father, Willis, used to say, “If you think of yourself as a hammer, you start to see everyone and everything as a nail. Some people and some situations don’t call for being pounded on.” In other words, you need the right tool for the right job.


What is also important to keep in mind is that all of this takes place at the level of the subconscious. I was never aware that I was using a coping mechanism to deal with the abusive treatment leveled at me. I just responded. When the choice I made to deal with the pain worked, I used it again when a similar kind of threatening situation occurred. Through repetition, the habit of having an alter take over became a routine, and the brain is a marvelously efficient machine that likes to take any process we are engaged in—from driving a car to walking to insulating ourselves against hurtful negative comments—from the conscious to the subconscious level. That is what DID did for me, and why as I was growing up, I didn’t consciously realize what I was doing—I was just doing it because it worked.


In my case, it took me a long time to realize that as much as DID helped me, it also, in some circumstances, pounded me on the head and cost me dearly. Over the years, I have also come to realize that through dissociative identity disorder, I have gained confidence, true friendships, freedom from fear and loneliness, relief from pain and hurt, and an ability to retreat into a world of my own whenever I choose. Knowing when and how to use that hammer is, I believe, the key to living a healthy life. Knowledge is power, and it is my deepest desire to share what I have learned about myself and DID with you.


You may not have any personal experience with DID, but from what I learned through research and the events of my own life, you’ve probably had some experience with a form of mental illness. I want to do what I can to help remove the stigma of mental illness, to demonstrate how once it is understood, DID and the mental process of dissociation can be channeled into something positive. To do that, we’ve got to back to the beginning and the cause of my DID. To do that, we’ve got to head to Wrightsville, Georgia, a place that, oddly enough, given all that I’ve just told you about DID, holds many wonderful memories for me.


Before we go on, though, I want to make something else clear. I’ve been diagnosed with DID, but I have chosen not to let that diagnosis define me or limit me. I don’t think of myself as a “victim” of the disorder, nor do I “suffer” from it. Quite simply, I have it. It doesn’t have me. Knowledge has given me even more power. Power has given me control. God has given me all things, and through Him and with Him, and for Him, I can do all things. And so can you.









Chapter Two



Signs and Wonders






People with DID, in particular those with the most severe forms of it, have suffered a great trauma in their life, particularly in early childhood. As I said before, I don’t have perfect recall of my childhood, but I do know one thing for certain—I was born into a loving, supportive, and God-fearing family. I know with the same certainty that I just drew a breath that I was not physically or verbally abused by any member of my immediate or extended family. I suffered no sexual abuse at the hands of anyone. I state this so emphatically because many DIDers have experienced that particularly horrible brand of trauma. I feel fortunate to not have had to deal with that reality.


I don’t know if it is a blessing or a curse to not remember with any clarity a single defining incident or series of incidents that caused the onset of my using DID as a coping mechanism. I do sometimes wonder if that faulty memory is a function of DID itself, but doctors have told me that there really is no such thing as a perfect textbook case of DID—or any other mental disorder, for that matter. I’ve taken a microscope to my memory banks and not come up with a definitive incident that I can call a cause. I’m very much a perfectionist, and it sometimes troubles me that I’m not that perfect textbook case.


What I can tell you with perfect clarity is that I was born on March 3, 1962, in Augusta, Georgia. My father, Willis, met my mother, Christine Taylor, when she was only sixteen or seventeen. They married shortly thereafter. My father was comfortable around women, having grown up in a house filled with them. His father, my paternal grandfather, died when my father was still a child. He had six sisters and a mother to tend to, and I suspect I got my sense of duty and responsibility from him. He had to quit school before he got his high school diploma so that he could help support them. What I got from my paternal grandfather was my first name. I also shared my birth date with him and with my father. I don’t put much stock in coincidences, but I’ve wondered if there is some significance to the three of us sharing a birthday like that. With six siblings, my mother came from a large family herself. In my family, holiday get-togethers and Sunday-evening meals (church services took up most of the day) were always boisterous, crowded affairs. We were churchgoing people, but we also knew how to laugh and have fun.


By the time I came around, my parents had already had four other children in somewhat rapid succession. Willis Jr., Renneth, Sharon, Veronica, and I averaged being separated by about fourteen months. Later on, my brother Lorenza, and little sister, Carol, joined the fold. Not only were we close in age, we were a very tight family. We lived outside the small town of Wrightsville, some fifty miles east of Macon—the home of Little Richard. While Wrightsville wasn’t a one-stoplight town, you could probably have counted the traffic signals on one hand. There was a Piggly Wiggly grocery store in town and not a whole lot else. Neighboring Dublin, seven or so miles south of Wrightsville, was considerably larger, having three high schools, a couple of grocery stores, and a more thriving downtown area. We seldom made the trip up route Route 57 to Macon. First, we didn’t have much money, and second, just about anything we needed we could get in Wrightsville or Dublin.


We didn’t live in Wrightsville proper; instead, we lived in a house about five or so miles outside of town. To get to our place, you had to cross three sets of railroad tracks. I never had the sense that we lived on the proverbial wrong side of the tracks. I also never felt poor, though that was the reality of our situation. When I was very young, my father worked the fields for a white landowner by the name of Mr. Jackson, and my mother was the housekeeper for the Jackson family. She treated those kids (a boy and a girl) as though they were her own. The good Christian woman that she is, she also taught all of us that color was invisible. Whether a person did wrong or right was what mattered and not pigmentation. I can’t say that everyone shared that feeling, this being southern rural Georgia in the 1960s, but in our house and to this day, that is what I believe and put it into practice. It wasn’t always easy to believe that and put into practice. Wrightsville is in Johnson County, and of the four thousand or so people in Wrightsville itself and the seven thousand in the county, 80 to 85 percent were white, and racism’s long legacy in rural Georgia was still deeply rooted.


Our little wood-frame house sat about three or four miles away from our closest neighbor. We were isolated geographically, and our closest aunt or uncle lived nearly ten miles away. Our property wasn’t all cultivated land. Surrounding the house were stately pine and oak trees, some draped with Spanish moss. When I was old enough to be out on my own, I loved wandering around those woods and fields. I listened for the welcome sounds of brown thatcher birds singing nearby, and the squirrels chattering among themselves as they scrambled for acorns. The thorns of the Cherokee rose vine would seem to reach out and grab my pant leg. This was a beautiful, delicate white flower with a gold center that reminded me of my mother. Sometimes I pricked my finger attempting to gather them for her.


I can’t say that I was a mama’s boy, but I do adore my mother. In looking for links to DID, I sometimes wonder if it was my separation from her that triggered some early predisposition for the disorder. My mother fell ill immediately after I was born. She had to take her bedrest, and my mother and father thought it best that I go to live with my maternal grandparents, Alfred and Ann Lee Taylor. I often tell people that if, after I die, and I’m waiting in line at the Gates of Heaven and I see that Ann Lee Taylor has been turned away, then I’m going to get out that line and follow her, because if that woman can’t get into heaven, there is no hope for me.


As far as I’m concerned, Grandma Ann Lee asked Jesus to set the moon and the stars in the heavens for me to enjoy and to keep me safe. I needed that sense of safety because I was horribly terrified of the dark as a child.Petrified is a good word to describe my fear—it dried me up and froze me solid in place. I don’t know why I had such a strong reaction to the dark, but it was real and it was severe.


As kids, one of our favorite things to do was to climb trees. We also helped Dad cut down some of the trees that had been marked for firewood, and chopped and split the wood in preparation for cold winter nights.


I remember sitting around the fire with my family, soaking up warmth and listening to the crackling of the wood, taking comfort in the sound and scent. When the fire burned down, sometimes Mom or Dad would send me outside to bring in more wood. I dreaded going outside, but I did as I was told. I’d pause at the door for a moment, take a deep breath, and plunge into the unknown. During the day, the trees were my friends, but they seemed to be my enemies in the dark. The movement of their branches quickened my pulse and constricted my throat. I imagined that the tree limbs were arms reaching out to grab me, take me to some even darker place to do things to me that I could not begin to imagine. Stepping off the porch to cross the lawn to the woodpile had my chest thumping and my ears ringing. If I stepped on a twig or over a rock, it was as if I’d snapped some dead person’s limb or trod on a skull. I’d quickly gather up the wood, and make the stomach-churning, bladder-burning journey back to the light. My mother and father would look up from the television, or whatever else they were doing, and see me standing there beaming.


“Thank you so much, little man,” my father would say.


“Thank you, son,” my mother would add.


They thought I was smiling with pride, looking for a compliment, but the reality was that I was glad to be back in the light and alive.


I never told anyone that I was so frightened of the dark. Keeping my emotions to myself, of not letting anyone in my family know about what was troubling me, was a trait I shared with the rest of the family. Though we were very close, we weren’t ever really openly demonstrative about our emotions—especially as we got older. I knew I was loved, and I knew I loved my mother and father and siblings, but none of us ever really showed those feelings openly. As far as my fear of the dark was concerned, I stuck with what seemed to be a family rule: suffer in silence.


Later on those evenings, Mom would tuck me into bed, say a prayer, kiss me good night, and turn out the light. Lying in the silence as darkness infiltrated the room, I would sometimes feel engulfed and swallowed up by it. Having my brothers in the same room with me didn’t help ease my anxiety or lessen my fear. I was not about to cry out, crawl next to one of them, or otherwise seek comfort.


I was tortured by what I assume were nightmares, but what I experienced lacked the unreal qualities that typify most bad dreams. At the time, and even now, I’m still not sure if I was asleep or awake when these visitors came to me. I know that kids often see a frightening movie or read a scary story and go to bed, and shadows and light transform themselves into shapes. That’s not what happened to me. Instead, the images I saw in front of me were as real as any of Hollywood’s most expensive visual effects. Most often, I saw animals in my bedroom—wolves mainly. They weren’t immediately threatening me, but I could see them sitting and staring at me with baleful, pale yellow eyes. I could feel their hot, fetid breath and hear their soft yet menacing panting. I wouldn’t cry out because I was afraid that would make them spring into action, and I didn’t want to wake anyone in my family. I lay there rigid, fighting back sobs, until, my energy completely spent, I drifted into a restless sleep.


Describing your dreams or nightmares is difficult, and I can never capture the visceral nature of them and my fear. I tried lots of things to escape them, but sleeping with the blankets pulled over my head, counting to myself, or any other attempt to take my mind off what I knew was out there lurking failed—at first. Over time, I didn’t so much lose my fear of the dark and those visions as I escaped them. When I was young, I didn’t know about the power of dissociation and how DID works, but that is what I must have employed to get over my fear. I wish that I could tell you that I had a switch that I could flip, or that eerie music played to signal the entrance of one of my alters, but that didn’t happen. Just as I sensed a presence in my room, those animals, in time I became aware of another presence, but this one calmed and reassured me. It never spoke aloud, but I did hear it. I can’t say that it was speaking to me, because that core self, the frightened one, was gone. In its place was this new being who wasn’t afraid of the dark or the animal images I saw. He was brave and courageous and whatever fears or other emotions my frightened self must have experienced were gone and I had no memory of them. Only in talking to my doctors and in thinking deeply about my past am I really able to recall these incidents. I’m as mystified by the process of the formation of this alter as you probably are.
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