CORKSCREWED NEURONS


So the other day, I’m reading the New Yorker Magazine and there’s an article about depression, actually it was a book review written by the woman who usually does the dance reviews.  It said I might be ruining my brain with SSRI’s.


I am not greedy.  When I hit thirty-three, I realized I’d lived longer than both Jesus Christ and Alexander the Great.  At forty, I’d passed up John Lennon (his murder may have caused all subsequent depressions.)  Next month I’ll be forty-three which means I beat John Kennedy.  If you step back from human history and give it a good hard stare you’ll find that historically, most people get twenty or thirty years if they’re lucky.  That’s the reason seventeen, eighteen year-old guys are so horny.  During the two million years of pre-agricultural human evolution, men almost never lasted longer that, and they had to spread their genes while they could-- before getting trampled by mastodons or rogue prehistoric yaks.  Women?  Before modern obstetrics, childbirth usually got them.


Here’s an interesting aside.  Did you know that throughout human history, more women have died in childbirth than men have died in all the wars combined?  It’s true, but nobody writes it in the history books.


Where was I?  Right.  In any case thirty-five or forty thousand years ago, finding anybody over thirty was tough.


But don’t feel bad, for animals it’s worse.  My cat will probably get twelve years, unless he gets eaten by a coyote.  The coyote, whether he eats my cat or not, will probably get considerably less.


The point is, if I live long enough to get my kids raised, which in all probability I will, I’ll feel pretty lucky.  If I make it to seventy or eighty, which again I expect to, that’ll be great.  But, and this is a big but, I want to do it with my mental faculties in tact.  I mean let’s face it, you can spend your whole life being brilliant but spend a couple of years at the end telling everyone you meet about the death rays coming from your aluminum cookware, or the aliens trying to take over your brain, and that’s all they’ll remember.  


“Oh, those last couple of years were tough,” they’ll say, “She ever start babbling about the aluminum thing and the aliens when you were around?  Yeah, sad wasn’t it.”  That’s it, that’s all you’ll get.  Think about Stephen Hawking, brilliant theoretical astrophysicist and if you mention his name to someone, they’ll generally say, “Oh, yeah, isn’t he that smart guy in the wheelchair?”  Not one person will you be able to tell you what he works on, most won’t even know what kind of scientist he is.  They just know he’s crippled and talks through a computer that buzzes.


Of course this magazine article did not say definitively that SSRI’s are ruining my brain.  What it said is that nobody knows what the long term effects of them are, because they haven’t been around long enough to be thoroughly studied.  It said that if you give rats one hundred times the average recommended dose of Prozac for four days then dissect it’s brain, “the neurons exhibit corkscrew like profiles.”  


Now obviously no one takes a hundred times the prescribed dose of Prozac, but then again, they do take it longer than four days.  I remember when I first started taking it, some guy with an MD told me it wasn’t dangerous at all, that even if I tried to kill myself by taking a whole bottle it wouldn’t do anything.  Well excuse me but I don’t think neurons with “corkscrew-like profiles” is nothing.


Here’s a cute story, and it isn’t a non-sequiter so bear with me.  My maternal grandmother, an otherwise gentile woman, used to snore like a truck driver at the culmination a three day drunk.  It was astounding.  I remember thinking the first time I spent the night at her house, that I should sleep with the covers over my head so when the plaster started coming off the walls, I wouldn’t breathe the dust.  Years later when she was old, tied to her chair in the nursing home with no idea who I was, I learned that she’d been taking phenobarbital since the nineteen fifties “for a stomach ailment.”  Aha, no wonder Grandma used to get so bombed off a couple of sherries before dinner.  It’s a miracle she could sit up through the entire meal.  


Of course, I now I know why she took those downers: Grandma couldn’t sleep (insomnia is one of several symptoms of depression), just like her mother-- who wrote long letters detailing the misery of her chronic insomnia-- just like my mother who blamed it on me for staying out too late.  Some doctor, well meaning I imagine, got Grandma junked out on downers and she never got off them.  I’m sure he told her they were perfectly safe and not to worry.  


I don’t know much about my own mother’s history of drug use, but I do remember that just about everybody else’s mom back in the sixties had a prescription for Valium.  They called them “tranquilizers.”  Tranquil, isn’t that a nice word?  I’d love to be tranquil, wouldn’t you?  Watch a few old movies and every time a woman has a crisis, kindly yet authoritative Doctor Black-bag is always at her bedside administering “tranquilizers” and patting her hand.   


Lemme tell you, some of those moms back in the old days were damn tranquil.  Plenty of them were unconscious.


Of course, the selling point for benzodiazapines, valium and the like, was that though they might be habit forming, they weren’t addictive.  Whatever that means.


There are no people on earth with the kind of two dimensional mindsets of Americans.  Black and white, the good guys and the bad, either/or.  Thinking this way gives us time for watching TV, buying electronics and big cars.  Clearly, communism as an economic system was a seventy year experiment that ended disastrously for millions of people.  But, and this is another big but (there are more big butts here than at a Jimmy Buffet concert), that doesn’t mean that unrestrained capitalism is good.  Economic systems have no morality and capitalism is no exception.  Its single imperative is to make as much money as possible for the people with the capital.  Those people would have you think otherwise, but basically they think of you and I as marks and if you don’t believe it, I feel sorry for you. 


The rich can afford high-priced psychiatrists with balanced views and information.  You and I, on the other hand, get over-worked, fast-food care givers and treatments the biggest selling point of which is efficacy and low-cost.  If down the road Prozac becomes the Dalcon Shield of the nineteen nineties all we’ll get is a big fat WHOOPS! 

So beware of even well-meaning doctors who act like they know what they’re talking about.  They don’t, necessarily.  They may know what the representatives of the pharmaceutical companies are talking about, but that’s about as far as it goes.


I remember a few years ago, I guess I was about thirty-five and had been on Prozac for a few months and I slept in.  I woke up feeling a little weird, the way you do when you normally get up at six but find yourself still abed at eight.  Suddenly I got this funny sort-of shaking feeling in my head.  It didn’t hurt, but I didn’t like it.  It lasted maybe five, seven seconds.  When I got up and tried to read I couldn’t.  The lines on the page looked disjointed, cracked down the middle.  Needless to say it scared the shit out of me. 


 I called the nurse at my HMO and asked her if it could be the Prozac.  She read her handout, I could almost hear her lips moving, and told me, in that authoritative Nurse Ratchett tone that so many people with RN’s cultivate, that no, it was not possible.  That if I’d had some kind of mini-stroke, or other cerebral event, it wasn’t because of anything they’d done.  I believed her and, feeling like a hypochondriac, hung up the phone.


I’ve re-thought things.  Medication combined with psychotherapy is still the best option for me, but then my depression is severe and I’m a quality of life kind of gal.  I’d rather have an average length enjoyable life than a protracted miserable one.  I have instructed my husband however, to shoot me if I start to get really squirrelly as a result of my possibly corkscrewed neurons.  


I’ll have to remember to define the parameters of “squirrely” to him one of these days. 

