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The Monkey Demon delivered the blow with his axe. It sliced an arc several inches above and behind my left ear.

No brain scan would reveal any marks, the doctors assured me. And yet I felt the wound vividly. It was electric. The slightest stressful incident -- an annoying telephone call, a barking dog, a doubting remark -- would send sparks jumping from the wound on the left side of my head to the right. "Brain volts," I called them. My right arm and leg jerked.

This was how my mental illness felt last winter, about six months after my diagnosis. It would be another six months before I finally accepted this terrifying condition, labeled bipolar disorder but also known as manic-depressive illness, and began to learn how to live with it.

Only recently have I felt more comfortable telling people I have a mental illness . . . that I had a mental breakdown . . . that I seriously contemplated suicide several times . . . that my earlier life as a power-Washington, corner-office high flier is over. And that this illness is now a part of my life, and that I must manage it appropriately.

These were not easy conclusions to reach. There is no blood test, biopsy or X-ray that can identify bipolar disorder. And of course mental illness carries a stigma in our society, especially in this highly competitive city, where a person's brainpower often determines one's success, status and ultimate worth. The logic seems airtight: If it was my brain that made me a success; and if my brain has malfunctioned; I am therefore a failure.

Back during the 1960s, I worked on an underground newspaper where my friends and I encountered the legend of the Monkey Demon in author Richard Farina's book "Been Down So Long It Looks Like Up to Me." Farina died shortly after publication of the book, in 1966, when he was thrown off the back of his motorcycle. We knew the Monkey Demon was responsible. We figured the Monkey Demon would attack with an ax from behind, when you weren't looking, when you least expected it.

That's what happened to Farina, and that's what happened to me.

Except the Monkey Demon didn't kill me.

It was only a wound, that arc behind my left ear.

At the Top of My Game


At the beginning of 1999, I was at the top of my game. I had paid my dues, worked my way up, and I was in charge. I was doing what I had always wanted to do.

After a stint in journalism in the 1970s, I had gone to work for Sen. Richard G. Lugar (R-Ind.). When Lugar was chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee from 1985 to 1987, I gained recognition as a political player, a power broker, a commentator on international affairs.

After the Reagan years ended, I was recruited by Reagan aide James H. Lake to help start a new K Street lobbying firm. I became president of the firm and helped build it, by 1995, into a big and influential company with more than 300 employees. I hired both Mike McCurry and Joe Lockhart before they were named White House press secretaries.

Meanwhile, my wife, Sue, and I had three children, born in ordered intervals in 1980, 1985 and 1990. Our two daughters and son are bright and creative, though they have been diagnosed with various learning disabilities. Sue, who teaches preschool and has educational background in working with disabilities, helped our children to overcome their problems. I was too busy, too absorbed with being a "success," to focus much on their challenges. "Work through it. Try harder," I demanded of them, just as I had always demanded of myself. Now I know how counterproductive and dangerous those edicts can be.

Back then I justified my minimal sensitivity to the needs of others as the flip side of my drive to provide for my family. We needed a big house, just like the one I grew up in, although at more than 10 times the cost. And private schools. And every other opportunity.

And so I lived like the typical Washington workaholic. Up every morning at 5 to beat the rush downtown. By the time everyone else arrived in the office, I had consumed five or six newspapers. I obsessed about what was going on in the world, and fretted over the political nuances.

Every day was handling hundreds of incoming business and political missiles. Work was war, and I saw my job as constantly taking and holding the next beachhead as we expanded the business. Whether in the office or traveling, I dealt with a ceaseless barrage of calls, challenges, conferences, meetings and management mediation. At night I was the last to leave the office. I would see the kids for an hour at most, then work at home until midnight, frustrated that I didn't have more time in the day.

My travels were endless. I had a company apartment in New York, where I would spend two or three days a week. And as the Soviet Union collapsed in the early '90s I made trips to Ukraine and Russia, where I represented major international aeronautics and defense firms.

But by 1995 the firm was breaking into competing factions and I went out on my own. I worked on Lugar's presidential campaign in 1996, built up a stable of clients and hired staff in an Old Town Alexandria office. I created a joint venture with a Miami company to work on Latin American issues. And I formed another joint venture with former Republican National Committee chairman Haley Barbour and former ambassador Richard Burt to develop international business. I was active on the boards of several start-up companies coming out of the former Soviet Union, and I managed my brother's 1998 U.S. Senate campaign in Indiana.

Running around among all these offices and deals, I was depleting my physical energies. And now, for the first time in my career, something didn't feel right, like something very basic -- my motivation, my drive, my life itself -- was out of line. It was as if I had spent the past 30 years of my life working around the clock, denying everyone I loved and cared for, to woo the most beautiful prize in the world -- success -- and now,when I finally had her in my arms, I couldn't perform. Worse, I suddenly didn't care.

In the spring of 1999, I realized I was using the word "depressed" more and more. Was this the malaise I felt? Depression? I had always been an optimist. In the competitive political world where every day, every issue, is like a kickoff return, I excelled at open-field running, taking advantage of the openings. Now all I saw were defenders ready to pounce, and an ever-shrinking field.

I became fearful of marketing my business for fear I would fail. I stopped returning calls and scheduling meetings. I couldn't force myself to complete projects, because everything seemed so dull and useless. I hid in my office.

I tried to bounce back by pushing myself harder and harder, as if I could somehow will myself back into the game. I tormented myself. The Bobby Knight implanted in my brain by long experience would not relent. When the going gets rough, the tough get going. Run through the pain. This is all about will, heart.

But then my heart went into overdrive -- full-blown panic attacks for no apparent reason. I would be sitting in a business meeting when all of a sudden my heart started to pound. I had my heart checked by a doctor, and was told it was "just" a panic attack.

But the word "just" did no justice to the fear and foreboding I experienced. When they hit me, I had to excuse myself from a meeting and hide in the bathroom until it passed. Later I would run away from meetings or receptions when the attacks came. And then I wouldn't go to them at all.

For the first time in my life, I became afraid of heights. I was looking out the window of a Manhattan skyscraper before a meeting, and I started to swoon. I could see myself crashing through the glass and falling. I struggled to regain my composure and think straight. I made it through the meeting.

I had the falling sensation again when I walked the corridors around the broad atrium of the Hart Senate Office Building, a place I knew well. I hugged the wall and couldn't cross over the walkways without getting dizzy.

Fear of Fraudulence

As my partners and clients complained about my loss of interest and failure to deliver, I began to act more erratically. I rearranged my office furniture on a weekly basis, thinking that would get me back on track. I bought new briefcases, believing they would help. I closed my Old Town office and moved everything downtown. But that didn't feel right, so I frantically moved rooms around in my house to create a different home office. One weekend, I decided to move everything to another office building downtown. And I suddenly decided I needed to take a 24-hour trip to the Philippines, 12 time zones away, to meet for eight hours with a business client I was already scheduled to see in another week, and then immediately fly home.

Hard drinking goes with politics and journalism. I got my first newspaper job because I could drink the editor under the table. When I was working hard, I few stiff bourbons at night would quell my frustration that I didn't have more time. The drinks helped me downshift so I could get a few hours' sleep before the race restarted the next day.

Now alcohol numbed my despair. But I didn't drink during the day. After Sue and children went to bed, I sat in my library, browsing through books, looking for some meaning to my malaise, but finding it in bourbon instead. In a stupor, I slept in a chair.

I Am Depressed
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For months Sue, concerned about my deteriorating condition, urged me to see a psychiatrist.

Not me, I said. Depression was all about will, I said. I could get out of this myself.

In late August, with Sue contemplating divorce, I changed my mind.

It was the time of year when the prospect of change fills the air. Summer is winding down and fall brings a new season and fresh hope. But I had no hope. I no longer liked myself. I was a failure at my job, and my family was on the verge of deserting me. I contemplated how I could smash my car into a tree along the George Washington Parkway.

With my last ounce of energy, my last bit of faith, I admitted that I could no longer "snap out" of this funk. I told Sue I was ready to see a psychiatrist. I was ready to do anything to get my life back.

But the night before the appointment, I broke down. My heart was beating so rapidly, I was afraid a major heart attack was on the way. Sue found me curled up in bed, sobbing uncontrollably. I held on to her.

The next day, a Friday, with Sue at my side, I broke down crying again during my first meeting with the psychiatrist. All my fears and loathings burst out of me when the doctor asked what was wrong. In her quiet office, the psychiatrist calmly suggested that my condition was not the result of a personal failure, but a medical condition -- a brain disorder caused by a chemical imbalance.

But to successfully begin treatment, the doctor said, I had to stop drinking. Self-medication through alcohol is common and corrosive in mental illness. I said I could stop. But she was concerned about alcohol withdrawal and urged me to begin the process of treatment in the controlled setting of a hospital or clinic where I could disengage from the alcohol and then get to the illness. We agreed I would enter Arlington Hospital's Center for Psychiatric and Addiction Treatment on the following Monday.

I felt better after the meeting and spent the afternoon working in our vegetable garden, feeling safe and, for the moment, better. I was tending to my garden, tending to my life. But that afternoon the heart palpitations kicked in. The doctor had prescribed a tranquilizer called lorazepam if I started to feel panicky. I went into my bathroom and grabbed the bottle.

I looked in the mirror and looked at the bottle in my hand. The floor seemed to open under my feet. I wanted to take the whole bottle and end this suffering forever. I blacked out and collapsed on the floor. Sue found me, got me to bed and took the bottle away. Lying in bed, sobbing, my body jerked, twitching like a broken electronic machine.

Welcome to the Monkey House
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On Monday, in the Psychiatric and Addiction Treatment Center, the nurses took away my razor. There were no private rooms. Curtains around the beds provided the only privacy,but we weren't permitted to close them. The staff started me on a regime of tranquilizers and vitamins. Coffee was prohibited. I slept. My vital signs were taken every couple of hours. In between there were group meetings. We talked about addiction and mental illness. As I sat with alcoholics, drug addicts and others, I realized we all had brain disorders, all had demons taking swipes at our heads.

I met some interesting and tragic people. There was a recovering alcoholic, her clothes decorated with Grateful Dead dancing bear designs. She said I was the first person ever to comment on them, probably the first to ever know what they are.

At the common meals, I talked with a young African American woman addicted to heroin. She was desperately looking for a halfway house to take her in. And there was a young woman from a working-class family in a small town in the Shenandoah Valley. She was hooked on cocaine. She wanted to find a way home to see her little boy.

These people were not criminals. Like me, they had brain disorders.

After three days the doctors declared that I had no signs of alcohol withdrawal and my heart and blood were fine. I was given the antidepressant called sertraline, brand name Zoloft, and told to go home. My psychiatrist also prescribed mirtazapine, brand name Remeron. These are called selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors (SSRIs, antidepressant medications that influence the complicated chemical and electrical reactions in the brain.

The medications began to stabilize my moods, but the doctor said it could take weeks or months for their full effect to kick in. I still felt depressed, but at least it was not the harrowing depression and despair.

Every week I visited the psychiatrist to talk and review the effect of the medications. I tried to remain calm and not let anything upset me. I didn't want to go anywhere or see anybody. I read everything I could find on mental illness. I continued to struggle with an overwhelming sense of failure. I had to reconcile and overcome the most destructive feelings I'd ever had.

All winter I continued the drugs and therapy and wrestled with the illness. My thoughts were disturbed. At times I felt a poison running out of my head, paralyzing my arms. I would lie in bed and couldn't move. This is when I started to dream about the Monkey Demon, and how his ax glanced off the left side of my brain. When something stressful happened to me, the brain volts from the Monkey Demon's wound fired.

Sleep was the only relief. I felt like I slept for the next two months.

Drug Therapy
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I stopped taking mirtazapine, which made me too sleepy. I tried bupropion, brand name Wellbutrin, but it made me hyper and anxious.

Experimenting with these new generations of medications is part of the contemporary process of dealing with depression. Because we know so little about how the brain works, some medications -- or doses or combinations -- work for some people and not others.

There are no medical quick fixes to mental illness. I've learned that a holistic approach is required: a personalized mix of medication, therapy, exercise, nutrition and attitude. I took the controversial psychostimulant called methylphenidate, brand name Ritalin, often used for treating hyperactive children. It gave me focus and the ability to concentrate again. It removed the friction I had encountered in working and thinking.

Although I started to feel better, the failure issue continued to stalk me like the Monkey Demon. The doctor argued that the breakdown wasn't my fault, wasn't my failure. It was a quirk of fate, of chemistry and genes and electrical impulse, that led my brain into trouble. She said I was like a round peg making itself fit into a square hole, always working overtime and stressing my brain and body to fill up the gaps. All this extra effort worked for a long time, but then I broke down, unable to handle the stress any longer.

We talked about how my situation was like a star running back who breaks his leg on a fluke play. He can't play in the pros anymore, but he can still lead a happy and productive life.

After all the years I'd spent on the fast track, it was hard for me to accept this fate. I went through the stages of death, mourning my old self. I was angry. I mulled every event in my past and my family's past that might have led to this, looking for someone or something to blame. Was it a mere genetic fluke? Was it because my grandfather was gassed during World War I? Was it the so-called "fake fallout" the government dumped over my home town in the 1950s to study wind patterns? Was it my visit to Chernobyl?

By spring, the brain volts subsided. The medications, therapy and lifestyle changes were beginning to work. I could tell that my brain was beginning to recover. Science has not yet found a cure for mental illness, but the treatment of it is improving. I was learning to accept this illness, live with it, manage it in the hopes it would not get worse, which too often it can. I could concentrate on getting one thing done at a time, but if there were competing issues, I would fall apart. I had been a "big picture" person, but now my perspective was even more expansive. I lost all ability to attend to detail, unless one single, isolated issue came into focus. My short-term memory was sketchy, but my understanding of times past and even future seemed vast.

I stayed at home living on disability insurance payments. I had no job to go back to. I told my Washington partners a medical condition prohibited me from working. My Miami partners were supportive at first, then turned the dissolution of the company into a contested issue for the lawyers.

When old Washington friends and colleagues called after not hearing from me for some time, I didn't know what to say.

I had to figure out what to tell people.

"Well, I have this neurological condition," I explained. That seemed to worry people, like I might have a seizure right in front of them.

So I tried something lighter.

"Docs said I was under too much stress. Told me to back off." Back home in Indiana, people seemed to understand and sympathize. But here in Washington, the looks on their faces said to me: Loser. Couldn't cut it.

With a select few, I acknowledged I had a mental illness. They looked at me curiously. A few said, "How can that be? You seem so articulate. So, why . . . ?"

I wanted to complete their sentences: "You mean, why aren't I begging for quarters at the Farragut North Metro stop?"

Speaking Out
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I'm different now, but I am alive. I can't do a lot of what I used to do. But there is still a lot I can do, and want to do. My marriage survived. My children feel like they have a father back.

I can work again, provided I keep myself in a safe and secure environment and limit myself to one project at a time. I can write, I can speak, I can analyze things. I can't handle multiple stress hits. I can become very anxious at the smallest challenge, and have learned to either pace myself or even pull back. Eventually I might be able to do more, or may not. Mental illness is peculiar to all who have it.

All illness makes us different, whether it's heart disease, cancer or a bum knee. Mental illness is no different, except for how our society thinks about it.

Why was I afraid to seek treatment when I broke down? Why was I afraid to admit to myself I have a mental illness? It's partly because of the stigma it carries. With mental illness, the choices are stark. If what's wrong with me is a mental illness, then I'm sick and out of control and not to be trusted. If I'm not sick, I'm merely a fraud and a failure on his way to ruin.

That's why suicide is a silent killer, especially among men. It pains me whenever there is a report in the papers about another successful person who kills himself. At times there are big stories, with hints of scandal, about presidential aides or top military officials. Then there are the disturbing reports of leading citizens of our communities who for some reason or another shoot themselves at a traffic light. My guess is most were tortured by the demons, but -- fearful of the consequences of admitting it and pursuing treatment -- ended their suffering their own way.

Society has learned enough about the treatment of cancer to not be overly concerned about the late Paul Tsongas's running for president. And we accept that Richard Cheney's heart disease ought not to prohibit him from serving in the second most important executive position in the United States.

But the admission of a mental illness, even for a minor player like me, comes with considerable risk. To "out" myself for having a mental illness is dangerous, especially in Washington. I've asked friends in confidence what my chances were. They said they would be reluctant to hire a consultant or a manager with a history of mental illness.

While politicians and the media can all agree that mental illness is a serious issue, when it happens to one of us. . . . Well, that's another matter.

When James Forrestal, the nation's first Secretary of Defense, had a mental breakdown, the Truman administration wanted to cover it up. They didn't want stories in the media about a "madman" with his finger on the nuclear button. So instead of helping him with proper treatment, Forrestal was sent to Bethesda Naval Hospital, where there were no provisions to stop him from jumping out the window to his death.

As I grappled with my own illness, I wondered if the situation would be any different today. After all, Thomas Eagleton was a respected U.S. senator, but when the media revealed he had received electroshock treatment for depression, he was no longer considered qualified to serve as vice president. Even though the Eagleton affair was 28 years ago, I haven't found anyone today in politics and the media who disagrees with the premise that Eagleton today would still be kicked off the presidential ticket.

It's now acceptable for a candidate's wife to talk in vague terms about depression and the need for mental health services and coverage. But for a person in a real leadership position, mental illness is still the kiss of death.

Circumstances forced me to reconsider my ideas about mental illness. Society needs to do the same thing.

Mark Helmke is an Alexandria writer and commentator.
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