1
1

Me and Doctor Shithead, a word about anxiety.  


The flip side of sadness is fear.  But we call it anxiety.  Fear sounds too big.  Fear is something you have if you’re being chased by a lion, or the earth starts shaking underneath your feet.  Anxiety is less specific, caused by any number of things, and usually by all of them combined: too many near misses on the freeway, too much TV, whether or not your kids are using drugs, whether that’s another woman’s perfume on your husband’s shirt or you really are losing your mind and imagining things like he says you are.  Anxiety is something set off by triggers lurking around every corner, things half remembered, suppressed or repressed.  Anxiety is walking through a jungle not knowing where the trip wires are and whether or not you’ll see them before they’re wrapped around your ankles.  


Or at times it’s something more global, instead of something you just think you don’t have any control over, it’s caused by something you really don’t have control over: the ambient trepidation that violence, lack of reason, avarice and selfishness are, in the end going to triumph, or maybe that they’ve already won, and that you, at the best of times, are really nothing but a pawn in somebody else’s game.  In other words, not so much the fear that they are out to get you, but the belief that you’ve already been got. 


When it got very bad I figured it was only a matter of time before anxiety ate a hole through me and decided it was time to go see the headshrinker.


Of course it wasn’t as simple as that.  I belong to an HMO, so I had to go to my primary care physician to get a referral to see a psychiatrist.  I didn’t think it would be any big deal.  I looked a wreck, hadn’t slept for days, could barely remember how to spell my name.  But my doctor, a nice enough guy but with absolutely no training in mental health, told me it wouldn’t be easy.  “They hate it when you send them referrals.”  The way he said “they” gave me the creeps, like I was in a some dire Orwellian fix.  


 “Isn’t that what they’re there for?”  Oh naive little me, but I’d looked it up in my HMO description of benefits booklet.  I mean, if I broke my arm they wouldn’t get upset if he sent me to an orthopedic guy.


My doctor didn’t argue with me.  In fact, I sensed in him a bit of a fuck what they want attitude.  He had been hired as an internist, what was he supposed to do with cases like me?  Still, he warned me as he wrote out the phone number that what I was doing wasn’t trivial.


When I got home and called the number-- some place in San Francisco, or Seattle, which I thought it was a little odd since I live in Tucson , and after spending forty-five minutes on hold, someone with a telemarketing license and about two brain cells to rub together took my call, all the while sounding dismayed that I would call The Mental Health Center with a problem concerning my mental health.  Finally, after I’d explained my situation-- three times, however using different language each time, she consented to give me a phone number closer to home.  I called it and the woman at the other end asked me if I was an immediate threat to myself or others.  I said no and she gave me an appointment with a psychiatrist for six weeks hence.


I won’t go into what those six weeks were like; it’s all hazy anyway, but there were a lot of pills swallowed, chores left undone, traffic violations, and two AM conversations with the spirits of John Lennon, Napoleon, Edgar Allen Poe, and other insomniac ghosts I’ve come to know.


Finally the day arrived-- my appointment with a genuine psychiatrist, someone who would understand and sympathize with the torment I’d been going through since the first fateful days of the infamous Prozac Poop-out.  (Isn’t that cute!  It’s the technical term for when your anti-depressants stop working.)  I walked into his office-- sort of a sterile, mid-rate hotel-looking room decorated with bad Southwestern art: Kachinas, glass coyotes, that kind of thing.  There I was, as nervous as a hooker at a VD clinic, sitting on his Price Club couch wondering whether the walls around me were pink or orange.  He walked in, said hello while flipping through his paperwork and, after stroking his iron gray beard and hitching up his Dillard’s slacks a time or two, told me he wanted to “send me over to our behavioral health section.”


I said, “I thought that’s where I was.”


He said, “no, no this is our psychiatry department.”


I said, “That’s where I asked Doctor Smith to refer me.”


“Well...” He flipped some more papers, “I think our behavioral health section would be more helpful to you.  Get you going with some cognitive therapy.”


I’ve got nothing against cognitive therapy, but hearing his words was the equivalent of drowning in high seas and having someone throw me a loaf of French bread.  It’s great, I love it; but it didn’t have anything to do with my current situation.


“I don’t think you understand,” I told him, and informed him of everything I’d been through in the past six weeks, and several months before.  I got into my upbringing, childhood traumas, even a great story about overdosing on LSD and getting trampled by the mob at a Grateful Dead concert-- just for it’s entertainment value.  When I think about it, I realize I was doing everything I could to get this guy’s attention.  If I had thought taking off my clothes would help, off they would have come.  


“We’ve got some pretty good people over there,” he said, clearly elsewhere, thinking about his acceptance speech at the National Knuckleheads convention, his investment portfolio or something.


 I said, “If you send me over to someone trained in asking people how that makes them feel, they’re going to run in the other direction screaming.”


He flipped through his papers again.  “I don’t think that’s the case.”


I couldn’t fucking believe it.  I could feel my eyes getting hot, tears welling up and underneath it all a feeling of the surreal, like I was in a Salvadore Dali painting.


He sighed, audibly, heavily.  “Alright,” he said as if giving into a small child,  “let’s say we try a little Prozac.”


“What?  I told you, I’ve been on Prozac for eight years.  It stopped working.  It’s all in there.”  I pointed to the paperwork in his elegantly manicured hands: nails clipped neatly, not one torn cuticle; unlike mine which looked like I’d had an accident with a meat grinder.


“Hmmmm.  Let’s try a higher dose then.”


Before I could stop him, he was out the door.


He came back with a stack of Prozac sample boxes piled up under his chin and  proceeded to load them into a white paper bag.  For a second I thought I was at McDonalds and wondered if he was going to ask me if I wanted fries with that.  “This should last you a good long while.  I want you to take forty milligrams a day.”


“I don’t see why you think that will work any better than what I was taking before,” I said.


He looked at me kind of perplexed but shook it off and told me that I’d be amazed what an increased dose could do.  Then he said, “I’m going to make you a referral to our behavioral health section.  That should help you with the insomnia.”


 I had my head in my hands, eyes staring at the pristine pink or orange carpet.  “How ‘bout some drugs?”  


“Excuse me?”  He said, smoothing his pudding bowl haircut.


“Medication, for sleep.”



“I don’t believe that’s indicated with you.”  And the look on his face said, we both know why, don’t we?  I didn’t understand at all.  My husband is the only person other than me who knew I’d been hooked on sleeping pills; and that was eight years before, when I’d first started treatment for depression, and my primary care guy hadn’t recognized it.   But what was really funny was the idea that he thought sleeping pills could make me any worse off than I already was.  I was literally on the verge of psychosis from not sleeping, fifteen pounds underweight having lost all interest in food, worried about my kids, my marriage, my ability to carry out the simplest tasks.  My life was literally falling apart due to depression and anxiety.  The idea that sleeping pills could make things worse was ridiculous.  It made me think of that scene in the Python movie, The Life of Brian. A guard tells a man mouthing off because he’s about to be stoned to death by a mob, that if he doesn’t shut up, he’ll only make things worse for himself.  Worse? He says incredulously, how could it be any worse?


The increased dose of Prozac didn’t work, and it would be another eight months before somebody else hit on something that did.  But that’s not the funny part.


About a week after leaving Doctor Shithead’s office, he called me at home and we talked for an hour.  I could not get him off the phone, and the dinner I was preparing turned to mush.  Confusing.  I mean, when I’d been in this guy’s office he couldn’t get rid of me fast enough, and here he was hanging on the phone with me after hours, repeating himself, occasionally even at a loss for words.  


Just as the spaghetti I was cooking started coming apart at a molecular level, it dawned on me.  During his interview with me, he’d been looking at someone else’s chart.  


Of course he never came right out and said it, but he kept telling me the number of cases he had, how it was hard to keep track of them all, and what a common name mine was.  He said some drugs weren’t indicated for certain people, but clearly I wasn’t one of those people.  He told me he thought we should treat my depression aggressively.  It was his job, after all, and if we didn’t put things on the right track initially, I could call him and, (Lord have mercy!) if it was under ten minutes, he wouldn’t even charge it to my insurance!


He never did get it right.  I visited him on six other occasions and with each medication that didn’t work, the madder he got.  In fact, towards the end I got the distinct impression that he thought I was not cooperating on purpose.  


I wanted to tell him about narcissism, that maybe he should go over to their behavioral health section and get this strange idea that I cared about his caseload or annoyance seen to, but with a person like thim there is no point.  And I’ll tell you why.


Psychiatry is not a science, no matter how many pencil-necks tell you it is.  Nor is it an art.  It’s more like an assault on an occupied citadel: you hack and you shoot flaming arrows, you build siege machines, and climb the walls until you find a way to breech them.  Once you’re inside, you fight like hell to take back what is yours. In the case of mental illness, it’s your peace, happiness, whatever it is that you had before and can’t find your way back to.  If you’re dealing with someone who doesn’t understand the very nature of this struggle, it’s not going to work.  

Doctor Shithead lost my trust the minute I realized he was incompetent, but 

what’s worse, and the reason a relationship with him wouldn’t have worked  in any case, 

is that he was doctrinaire.  He didn’t care who I was.  I was just a meat machine that in all 

probability would respond to X, or Y, or Z.  And you know what else?  I think it’s quite 

possible that if he had hit upon the exact same combination of medications that the 

person who came after him did, it wouldn’t have worked.  I didn’t like him, didn’t trust 

him, and trust in your care giver is an integral part of getting on the road back home.  

Recovery from depression is one part medication, one part therapy, and one part voodoo.  

That’s the truth.  Any Doctor Fool who doesn’t realize that, has no business getting 

anywhere near you.
