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Me vs. Myself


I remember sitting in an office with my mother.  The doctor would return shortly.  In the meantime it was just me and her.


"Why are you doing this to me?"


"...to you?" I replied, not understanding.


"You don't need to be here."


"Yes, I do."


"You're only doing this to make me feel bad.  You don't need to be here.  Just come home and everything will be alright."


"No, it won't.  I need to be here..."  I sighed, I could not find the right words.


"Fine, but I'm killing myself when I get home."


"What?"


"I'm taking the knife out from under my bed, I'm getting in the shower, and I'm slitting my writs.  I can't live like this.  So, you'll get what you want, you get a free pass out of school for a week or two, and a dead mother."


I was stunned, I had no reply.  How do you reply to that?  I wanted to cry, and perhaps at the entry point to the psych ward, that would have been the most appropriate time.  But maybe I'm getting ahead of myself.  I suppose it's a good idea to begin with why I was there.


The way my life worked forever changed when I was 9.  My childhood was as perfect as the modern life would allow.  My parents were both very hard workers, and did their best to instill that work ethic upon me and my brother.  We could get anything we needed if we asked, and we lived on the dead end of a neighborhood in a quiet town.


My mother, an accountant for Ted Turner, would have a nervous breakdown during my ninth year.  She was diagnosed with bi-polar disorder, and would be considered mentally disabled.  The once vibrant outgoing woman of my childhood would stay locked in her room with the lights out, forever sleeping.  She would frequent the psych ward for the next 10 or so years.  On my 16th birthday me and my father would bring my birthday cake to the ward, and we would share my cake with the crazies.


My father would lose all the meaning in his life.  He was, in a way, envious of his wife's handicap.  She got to stay at home all day due to her illness, and the government would pay her.  He wanted to stay home too, and he did.  His work ethic was shot, and would never return.  Nothing starts arguments like a lack of money, and the arguments would only get more and more heated.  At one point the argument would get so heated the police were called to break it up, and I would have to call my grandparents to bail my parents out of jail.


Perhaps then it's no surprise that they eventually separated.  I was the only child left that they had control over, and I was often used as a way to hurt the other.  The phrase "Travis said..." would be the bane of my existence.  Quotes were fabricated or ripped out of context purely to hurt the other, and I would have to witness each and every argument.


I would begin to have panic attacks every morning.  I would wake up and begin preparations for the day, when the fear would come.  I would begin crying, and I could not understand why.  The world began to swirl around me.  I would think to myself that I was being dramatic, if I could just control myself things would be fine.  I would hate myself as I fell to the floor.  A wash of emotions would come over me, and I would lie prone on the floor, incapable of doing anything.  Eventually I would drag myself off the floor.  Some days I would go, but usually I would pull over to the side of the road somewhere, or simply sneak back in later in the day.  I was worn out before the day even began.


I suffered at school.  My grades plummeted to the point of no return.  And, if I did not go to school, I could not attend band, the only saving grace I had at that point.  They gave me second, third, and fourth chances, but I was finally kicked out of band.  I can't blame them, I never told them what was wrong.  Perhaps they thought I was very sick, or worse, they thought I was just lazy.


I felt like I had lost everything.  I felt hopeless.  I did not know where to turn to make things better.  I was desperate for help.  I saw that when my mother had her worst periods she would go to the psych ward, and come back relatively straightened out. I began to want that.  I begged to be taken.  We finally set a date, I packed my bags and my mom took me to their offices, which led me to the day I started with.


Even now, I do not know whether the threat my mom gave me was a ruse, but I knew that if I turned back I would never get this chance again.  I was, however, proving my mother's worst fears to her, the one she hoped and prayed against: that she had not passed her illness on to her children.  There was no resolution, as the psychiatrist in charge came back with my papers, and escorted me to what would be my home for the next week.


I was nervous when I came in, not just from the threat my mother had left me with, but unsure of what the child's psych ward would be like.  The place felt like a cabin.  The ceiling was high and vaulted with large wood beams.  There was one open main room, with some chairs and sofas.  Off the main area came a row of rooms.  I was lucky, and got my own room.  I was escorted in by a guard, who told me I needed to be strip searched.  I begged for him not to, and it was agreed since I came on my own that I could be patted down.  I was grateful.


I was told the rules.  I was to be up at 7:30 AM.  I was to be graded on several things, such as hygiene, timeliness, listening to my superior, etc.  If I failed any of these things, they would take action against me.  If I lashed out, I would be put in the time out room, which I was told was a large white room with nothing in it.


I was left alone.  I was told to prepare myself, I would be attending my group meeting shortly.  I was given some time to take in my new surroundings.  The bed was one of those flimsy wooden frames with a thin mattress on top.  The edges and gaps were sanded down so you could not hurt yourself.  The mattress was uncomfortable.  We were given for our own amusement a pencil, a pad of paper, and a crossword puzzle.  I began to feel paranoid.  The ceiling was very high and I could not make out everything that it contained.  I worried that they had installed cameras, and that I was being watched.  I was promised there were no cameras in the rooms, but I felt uniquely uncomfortable.  At home, my father would often crack my door and look in on me when I was in my room.  I would catch him doing his silent intrusion most of the time, but who knows how many times I completely missed it.  I wouldn't know, would I?  I felt exactly the same paranoia here.


I gathered for my first group meeting, and I introduced myself and briefly talked about my own problems.  We then went around the room.  I had a certain preconceived notion of the types of people that would I would be meeting, based on my visits to the psych ward my mother went to.  My mother would tell me about the people like the woman who believed had roaches in her hair, and my mother spent an hour helping her pick out the roaches to calm her down.  These people surprised me, they were normal.  Not much unlike me, they were often people brought down by their situation.  The names of these people have been lost in the sands of time, but they tended to fall into two categories of people.


Brandon was a light-skinned black man.  He ran away from home one day after his parents blew up over his grades.  He was gone for two days before the police found him sleeping in a park.  Instead of dealing with it themselves, his parents sent him here.  Perhaps they thought him too unruly, that this would straighten him out.  He certainly wasn't a bad kid, but from what I could gather his parents rarely listened.  A lot of the kids there were run-aways like him.


There was also Morgan.  She was a slightly chubby girl, looked like she might have a bit of Latino in her bloodline.  However, her life was getting to her.  She was failing her classes, and had been fired for her job.  She had never considered suicide before, but that night she felt extremely distraught.  She downed a bottle of pills from her mother's cabinet, and instantly regretted it.  She called 911, and was flushed with charcoal.  They then brought her here for evaluation.  She had been sleeping in the hallway for the last three nights, under the watchful eyes of the night nurses.  The laces of her shoes had been taken, which seemed more humiliating than safe.


Runaways and attempted suicides made up the majority of the people there.  I was one of the rarities, someone who had not done something and was being reprimanded for doing so.  However, we seemed to share one thing: we were all neglected and cast aside.  I felt as though we were the people that were being looked over.  That feeling would only get stronger as time went on.


There was one kid that fell into neither category, however.  This ten year old kid was the definition of a wild child.  He already had a smoking addiction, and drank regularly.  He hit a teacher in the face for no particular reason and was dragged in.  I had trouble imagining it, he was such a gosh darned cute kid.  He had the sort of blond hair you just want to muss up.  I would listen to him talk about pulling a knife on his mother slack-jawed.  It was like hearing that Opie Taylor did ice.


We broke for lunch.  I had a lot on my mind, but very little in my stomach.  We had a small room for eating not far away from the bedrooms.  They brought in hot dogs and apples.  They would never bring in anything that would require utensils, the lack of sharp objects was a theme I would have to get used to.  The food was just below the quality of cafeteria food.  I was a large man at the time, coming in at well over 400 pounds.  The food left me wanting more, and would perhaps be the part I loathed most about the experience.


Further humiliation would be found when I realized that all the doors were locked, and the only way to use a restroom was to ask for a nurse to open our doors.  I began to wonder what made me want to come here.  I stared out the window at the fence.  It was very low, I could easily jump it.  I would stare at it and daydream.  People were watching TV on the other side of the wall, that was a great land.


We went to the gym, and I was still cranky over the lack of food.  I was still feeling like the new guy, and was still nervous about breaking in on anybody's game.  I joined a game of 4-square, and played ping-pong, but I never entirely felt right.  I decided to just sit by myself.  After a while, a girl named Kat came over to me.  She was tall and gangly.  She dressed in multiple layers, and tended to wear a loose fitting blouse on top that made her look like a hippie.


"Why are you by yourself?"


"I don't really feel like playing any of these games, " I lied, "I'm not very good at them."


"How do you feel about frisbee?  That's pretty easy, right?"


It's the little things we remember, and that was amazingly important to me.  I had not asked her for anything.  She was not asking out of pity.  She just wanted to know if I'd play a game of frisbee.  I was more than happy to, and we played for the rest of the hour.


We returned to the main room.  The only source of entertainment we were given, outside of each other, was a deck of Uno cards.  I was still very much up at the time, and invited everyone to play a game of Uno.  They told me they weren't very interested, and I would begin to understand why as the week progressed.  The game would eventually lose all meaning, and by the end of my stay I was capable of building 4 story card houses.  It said something that all they would give us was a deck of Uno cards.  No board games, not even a real deck of cards, just Uno.


Morgan was allowed to sleep in a room finally, and she was more than happy to finally be able to leave the main room.  She would be rooming with Kat, in the room behind my bed.


"I feel kind of bad, you've been here three days and you have to room with someone, I just got here and I got my own room."


"When you sleep on the floor three days in a row, anything will do.  I tell you though, I'm far more excited to be wearing shoes with laces again, I almost feel like a real person!"


We were sent to our rooms.  I lay down and closed my eyes.  It was quiet.  I would say the quiet drove me nuts, but considering where I was it might not be appropriate.  I began a journal on the pad of paper I was left.  I followed this up with some crosswords.  I must have completed a good 10 crosswords that night, and I still could not sleep.  I began to survey my room.  I examined the floors, the counters, and along the wall I found a small hole that looked like someone had been whittling away at it.  I began to think about what someone could use, and then it hit me, there was the pencil.  Perhaps I could get a small hole through the wall.  Katt and Morgan's room was on the other side, an interesting proposition to a 17 year old male.  But, if I broke the lead on my pencil, what then?  I couldn't do crosswords without it.  I would be left with nothing!  And, what if they lied about the camera?  They would probably mark me for vandalism.  Perhaps they would put me in the time out room.  The little kid had been sent there earlier in the day for back-talking one of the employees.  They drug him away crying.  It couldn't be good. 


After much deliberation, I began working on making my hole.  If nothing else, it would be my mark for future people who came to this room to know me by, if in some small way.  I do not know how long I drilled that night, but I felt good about my progress after some time.  I nodded, and finally went to sleep.


I was woken by the harsh knocks of the morning staff.  I was not ready to wake up.  Groggily, I remembered where I was, and muttered curses to myself.  I was happy to be allowed soap and shampoo.  I wondered if anyone had ever tried to poison themselves by chugging shampoo.  If one truly wanted to off themselves here, they would surely have to get more creative than that.  I stared at myself in the mirror, and began a conversation.  It's kind of a morning ritual, convince myself the day is worth facing.  My face was mildly distorted, the mirror was a cheap plastic thing embedded in the wall.


"I don't want to go."


"They'll drag you out, kicking and screaming if they must."


"Let them try.  I'm a big guy.  I'll curl up into a ball and they'll have no option but to let me lay here until I am free to go home."


"What makes you think they'll let me go home?"


"Can they do that?"


"Sure they can!  They’ll just say you’re unfit for society.  You’ll be locked up, they’ll throw away the key.  All because of your laziness!"


I looked at myself in the mirror.  After years of teasing, I had grown to hate myself.  A part of this morning ritual was the face smushing.  If I pulled hard enough, for just a minute, I could have a normal face.  Sure, I looked like Joan Collins, but it was enough for me.  I would dream about spending one day as a thin person.  Perhaps then, things could work out, and people would see me as their equal.  I could be normal.


At the group session, the topic drifted to why they were there.  Today was visiting day, and most of the kids there were less than stoked about it.  After all, for the most part, their parents were the reason they were there.


"Some people choose to come here,” replied the psychiatrist.


"What idiot would want to go to a place like this?"


"Well, Travis for one."


I was singled out.  I felt everyone's gaze turn towards me, judgment beams on high.  My face must have gone bright red at that point.  I looked at my shoes, at least they did not have eyes to stare at me.


"What?  Travis why on god's green Earth would you choose to be here?"


"I uh...I have panic attacks.  It-it makes it so I can't get up in the morning.  I'm a wreck.  I want rid of them but I can't expect any help from my parents."


"What's a panic attack?"


The psychiatrist piped in, "it's when someone gets an emotion so strong they can't control it.  It's like a tornado.  You can see it coming, but you feel like there's nothing you can do about it.  But, like the tornado, there are warning signs, and if you're prepared you can get out of the way!  You just have to distract yourself.  Play some music, watch TV, whatever gets you in a good mood."


"...no kidding?"


"No kidding.  Try it out next time you have an attack.  I promise you'll see some sort of result."


I did not know if my father would come, my access with the outside world was limited.  I had talked to him on the phone once.  I told him I was hungry.  He told me my mother wasn’t dead.  It was a quality exchange of communication.


I sat at one of the tables in the main room.  I kept my eyes on the door.  Any minute.  I watched as parents began to slowly trickle in.  I began to make a game of guessing whose parent was whose on sight.  My father was one of the last to be on time.


“Sorry Travis, I was here on time, but they made me jump through so many hurdles to get in.  I made it though, right?”


I wasn’t too worried, he brought food, that was good enough.


“So uh...how’s the whole crazy bin going?”


“Ah, you know...people are nuts, same old same old.  Where’s mom?”


“She said she wanted to come, but she’s filling sick.  Think she said she had a headache.”


“She always has a headache...”


“Yeah, she’s always bitching about something.  Swear that woman’s in the hospital more than the doctors.  You’d think they’d just get her a room and be done with it.”


“Yeah...I guess I’m kind of used to it by now.”


“You gonna eat all that?”


I’m sure I flinched at that.


“I uh...guess it is kind of large.”


“Yeah, I ain’t eaten a thing all day.”


“Why didn’t you get any while you were at McDonalds?”


“Spent all my money to get you that.”


“...okay, fine, I guess.  It was your money.”


I said nothing else about it, I passed it back to him.  The conversation went on.  He complained about my mother, I nodded in agreement.  When he left, I went back to the my new found favorite hobby: card house building.  I found it was all in the edges.  Every card has a certain set of ridges on it, if you can line them up just right they stand strong.  Kat sat down on the couch across from me.  She looked bored.


“You don’t look too happy.”


“My dad took the rest of my food.  I was hoping to save some for later.”


“Why didn’t you say anything?”


“I didn’t want to start an argument.”


“Over food?”


“It’s pretty easy to start an argument with my family.  My dad’s real big on the whole disrespect thing.  He has this thing about how a father’s word should be golden, especially since his own father died.”


“Have you ever considered doing something about it?”


“Like what?”


“Like well...when my parents were arguing, I took my dog Max and ran away.”


“What about food?  Shelter?”


“Well, if it gets that bad, you have to do something about it right?  You can’t just sit there and let things happen.”


I had a lot on my mind when I went to bed.  Mostly, I was still hungry and irritated.  My hole was progressing nicely.


The next day’s activity was a sort of trust exercise.  We all got on a balance beam and everyone had to move from one side to the other.  At first, I tried my best, but being a large guy I fell off time and time again.  I began to feel increasingly frustrated, I was keeping everyone else from having a good time.  I walked off and sat in a corner by myself.  One of the councilors came over. 


“You’ve got to keep playing.”


“I’m just going to hold everyone back.”


“I’ve seen people twice as big as you do this.  Stop feeling sorry for yourself and get back on the balance beam.”


“No.  I can’t do this.  Please don’t make me.”


“You can’t keep using your problems as crutches.  If you’re not going to play I’m going to have to send you back and you can sit in the hallway.”


“...Fine.”


I was escorted back and I sat in the hallway.  The kid had been sent back earlier for misbehaving.  He seemed really tired to me.  His head was slumped.  I wanted to say something to him but the nurses told me I was not allowed to talk while here.  He fell over on the couch.  His eyes were wide open and glossed over.  He began to drool.  I could not help but stare.  I wanted to be able to do something for him.  This was how people had treated him his entire life.  They had simply grown tired of dealing with him and found the best way to cast him to the side: by drugging him up.


I tried to distract myself with though.  I wanted to be angry at the councilor earlier but, perhaps she was right.  Perhaps I take advantage of my own problems, the same way my parents took advantage of their own problems.  I would be seeing them later in the week for group counseling.  My appointed psychiatrist had suggested that I bring up my grievances with them there, and I was unsure.  I was nervous before of causing a problem.  Sitting there, I knew I had to finally begin to honestly address my problems.  Letting things go on as they always had was what got me here.  Not willing to allow change, not willing to realistically face my problems.  If I wanted to go home, I had to begin to understand who I really am.


I sat there and watched the child in his hazy state for an hour.  He must have blinked a hand full of times while I was there.  I will never forget those hazy blue eyes trying to stare back at me and failing.  I wonder if he was thinking about how he ended up here, just as I was.  I wonder if he could even think.


The days ran together.  I had convinced them to send me home early.  I told them the insurance was going to run out and I could no longer afford to stay.  Whether I could leave was dependent on the group session with my parents.  I was unsure of what to do as we filed in.  My dad was the first to pipe in.


"So Doc, what's the problem?"


"I think he should talk first."


"Ok Trav, what's the deal?"


"I..." I swallowed.  "I don't feel as if you care about me for who I am."


My mom looked shocked.  "What makes you say that?"


"You guys toss me back and forth and ignore me.  When you do talk to me you press me for more information about the other.  I don't feel like I'm wanted around by anyone at school, the least you could do is make me feel wanted at home."


"Sweetie...is that the problem?  Of course we care.  Maybe it doesn't seem like it sometimes but...it's true."


I had trouble looking back at my mom.  She is an emotional person, I thought she might cry.  My father looked the same as always.


"Sometimes I don't say or do the things I mean to, but I do my best.  Whatever it is you're feeling, we'll work through it, ok?"


I was expecting denial.  I was expecting confusion.  I was not expecting acception.  It was then that I started to see my parents for who they were, and how much like me they were.  They were just people, flesh and blood, in a weird situation.  They didn't always make the right decisions.  They didn't have all the answers.  They did the best they knew how to do though.


"Look, it's not all you, it's partly me.  I'm sorry for all the times I've caused you guys trouble.  Perhaps we can start to work together?"


It felt good.  We continued on not just as parents and child, but as equals.  They told me I could leave tomorrow, and that I seemed to be progressing nicely.  It was true, I hadn't had a panic attack since the first day.  I was even looking forward to giving my life a second chance.


I returned to the ward and the never ending game of uno.  The others in the ward were incredulous.


"What?  You get to go home?  But that's not fair!"


"I've been here two weeks!  You just got here!"


"Yeah, my insurance is running out.  I guess money's kind of important."


I knew I had to do one thing before I left though.  I feigned a need to use the bathroom, and was let in to my room.  I quickly grabbed a pencil and jotted down a quick note with my phone number.  I folded it up and put it in my pocket.


Kat carried around a journal with her at all times.  She had been writing in it for years.  When her back was turned, I slipped the note in her journal.


I felt a small twinge as I gathered my things the next day.  I had gotten to know these people pretty well over the last few days, but for the most part I could live happy without ever seeing them again.  They would be reminders of a place I would sooner forget.  If I did see them, it would only be awkward.  I kept my head forward as I left.  I was escorted out the door to my father's waiting truck in the parking lot.  I had some serious TV watching to do.


All of the specifics of my stay are lost forever to the hands of time.  I kept a journal while I was in the ward, but my father found it later.  He read it, and it made him angry.  I burned it.  I wish I could say I heard from Kat and we continued to be good friends, but she never called.  I do not know if she ever got my number.


The effects of my stay lasted though.  For one, I was able to convince my parents that I did indeed need counseling.  I dropped out of school and finished my education in adult education.  High school did not feel the same to me anymore, I just could not bring myself to continue.  I've only had three panic attacks since then.  I've learned how to control my emotions.  More importantly, I've learned to control myself.  I take responsibility for my actions.  I wonder sometimes if I don't take too much responsibility, but I figure too much is better than none.  In total, I was only there for five days, but the effects will last the rest of my life.

