How did you first know your family members
were experiencing symptoms of schizophrenic
disorders?
“My brother was the first person I noticed to be
experiencing symptoms. In hindsight, there were
small signs before the tell-tale signs emerged. He
was
diagnosed
with
Attention
Deficit
Disorder (ADD) when he was about twelve
years old, then he was prescribed Adderall and
it helped him with his schoolwork. He did
better in school and was doing well on a low dose
for years. I think he may have been
misdiagnosed and his attention difficulty was
actually a very early onset cognitive symptom
of schizophrenia.
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When I was thirteen my mother divorced my
father. She was awarded primary custody
by default and my dad was forced to leave the
house. She got a restraining order against him,
and my brother and I were allowed to see my
dad briefly for one weekend each month. After
the divorce she tried to begin a relationship
with my music teacher. I didn’t know it at the
time but my mother was suffering from delusions
and mania when this was occurring.
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My mother had a formal diagnosis of post
traumatic
stress
disorder,
anxiety,
depression, attention deficit disorder and her
therapist has noted ‘bipolar like symptoms’. I
know my mother’s treatment is inadequate and
suspect she suffers from
schizoaffective
disorder. She has a persistent delusion
that our music teacher is making her and our
family do things through mind control. She
believes he is a Wiccan, a Satanist or involved
with the Illuminati. Later she wanted to undo
the divorce with my dad because she said it
wasn’t her who did it.
She left my brother and I for almost a month to
go model some dresses for an independent
designer in California, I think. A family friend
checked in on us weekly. My dad got in trouble
for trying to meet with us whilst she was away.
During this time, my brother would drive me
back and forth to school and secretly I wanted to
move in with him when he turned eighteen, to
escape the problems of our parent’s divorce.

I think he sensed this pressure from me on some
level. The stress of what was happening pushed
him over the edge. I didn’t have many friends at
the time and my brother was my rock. The next
time my mother left us, we stayed with a family
friend and this is when my brother’s first psychotic
break began.
He was acting strangely, making weird notes and
drawings the whole time we were there. He didn’t
talk to me much. He didn’t really eat and stayed
downstairs the entire time. I thought it was odd but
I was playing with my friends upstairs during a lot
of this. When it was time to leave and our
mother came to pick us up, I asked him to
get his suitcase. He had no idea what that
meant. I knew something was wrong then and
I was afraid, I insisted five times that he get his
stuff so we could leave and he did.
My brother’s first psychotic episode lasted about 3
months. I was only thirteen at the time but I
remember he wrecked a game system because he
thought it was watching him and he lined up shoes
in the hallway in the shape of a pyramid. He made
all sorts of strange doodles and notes, said that he
needed to go to the equator to play a rock concert
to save the world and he kept wanting to walk out
into the woods. Various things would trigger
different behaviors.
He made tons of loosely correlated media
references and insisted he wasn’t to be addressed
by his own name. He rarely showered, dressed
bizarrely and laid out objects in odd patterns in the
carpet. My mother was fully in denial the entire
time. We had to go to the grocery store and my
mother let my brother drive me. We were on the
freeway and he let go of the steering wheel saying
I should take the wheel. I realized I was in real
danger then.
I’m happy he was very cooperative at this time
because he listened when I told him he needed to
drive. We got to the store and I directed him
through. People were looking at us strangely, I
think they knew something was wrong but I guided
him. I never let him drive me again until after he
got treatment.
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I didn’t connect in my mind how neglectful
what my mother did was until much later.
This was one of the scariest times in my life.
Everyone around me was insane
I remember grieving my brother as if he were dead
during his first psychotic break. I cried and I
laughed at the same time, which is nothing like
anything
I’ve
felt
since.
He
was
a
completely different person and the fact he
gave himself a different name just punctuated
the separation.

I fully prepared myself to
lose my brother, my best
friend, my emotional rock
but he came back and by all
standard measures he’s
doing amazing for what he’s
been dealt with.
I thought my mother was faking her symptoms for
a long time to avoid blame for what she did to our
family. Looking back, I now recognise that
throughout my whole childhood she was suffering
from a mental illness. She had hypomanic
episodes where she would get erratic waves of
motivation to stay up all night cleaning, cooking,
decorating or exercising. She had lots of
depressive episodes where the house got really
dirty too.”
How would you describe a manic episode?
“A manic episode is an extended period of time
where someone has an unreasonably high
amount of energy and motivation. They will pursue
goals relentlessly, feel awesome, have extremely
high self-esteem. They may also sleep very little
or not at all for many days at a time. They will
spend money recklessly and make extreme
decisions they often regret later.
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What sort of treatment did they receive and
how did they react?

“I went to the therapist with my mother and
brother. I explained what was happening to my
brother and she prescribed him an antipsychotic
(Abilify/Aripiprazole) and took him off his ADD
medication. He took it for a while and got better.
He got off that medicine and eventually ended up
on Adderall again half a year later after his first
therapist retired. That is when his second
psychotic break occurred.
He was freshly eighteen at the time and had
started wearing three outfits worth of clothing at
once, with a shirt on the bottom part of his body.
He jumped out of a second story window and was
found standing on a bridge in the town by a police
officer, who took him to a psychiatric hospital. He
spent six months there and went through a series
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Her treatment doesn’t work yet, I think she needs
a different dose or a different antipsychotic. She’s
still in denial about my brother and has no
awareness her delusions might not be real. I really
hope her therapist will spend more time trying to
get to the bottom of what’s happening so I can
meet my real mother who is free of psychosis or
bipolar symptoms.”
How did you support them and how has the
whole experience affected you?
“I try to be there for them and offer rational
grounded advice. I suggest what they should do to
try and keep them out of trouble. It’s hard but I’m
stronger and more empathetic than how I would
be without them. I’d be very lonely without my
brother. I always felt safe around him. I was more
afraid of what he’d accidentally do to himself or do
to my stuff than what he’d do to me.
I was scared of him once when my mother and I
had backed him into a corner, trying to persuade
him to take a sleeping tablet and he didn’t trust it.
I don’t know what he thought was happening. He
said he didn’t want to hurt us but would do what he
would have to. I don’t blame him for that, but the
situation could have gone badly if we kept pushing
him. People in psychosis need twenty-four-hour
supervision and it’s exhausting. They don’t sleep
at normal hours.
Mostly I wish people would talk more openly about
severe psychiatric disorders. I feel like I can’t talk
about my family a lot of the time or my childhood
because of what happened. I’m afraid that it will
come back to hurt them or me if I talk about it.
I wish our infrastructure were built to support
psyche cases in the way they need to be
supported. I wish there were definitive testing (not
interviews or surveys) for psychiatric disorders

and more effective treatment. There are lingering
impacts and side effects associated with
antipsychotic medication. Some people gain tons
of weight, some people faint, some people end up
with lowered immune systems and many have to
sleep much more.
I wish people would have more compassion too.
My brother can’t talk to a lot of his old friends and
he’s pretty socially isolated despite being treated
for his psychosis. People still feel uncomfortable
about having a schizophrenic roommate despite
them being totally fine when treated. People feel
unsure about hiring a schizophrenic worker
because they don’t understand what that means.
Finding a job that is low stress (stress can induce
psychosis), part time (so you can sleep off the
medicine), with minimal education requirements
(school can be hard because of cognitive
symptoms and many don’t finish due to
disruptions), with minimal overtime and a normal
schedule that pays well can be very difficult.
I wish things didn’t always have to get really bad
before people could get help. I wish there were
medical day programmes where people could be
safely looked after for a period of time without
being fully committed to a psychiatric ward. No
one person can take care of someone with
psychosis alone.”
Is there anything you’ve learned that you wish
you had known at the start of their diagnosis?
“I wish I had known everything but I wouldn’t
change anything. I don’t know if my brother would
have gotten the treatment he did if things went
differently. I would have liked to have known that
things turn out mostly okay. All of this is a big part
of who I am, I don’t know who I would be without
that stuff.”
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