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WELL MEANING FRIENDS


I’m sitting in a desert cafe.  Beautiful, hummingbird vines climbing up wooden trellises, mesquite and palo verde trees shading a patio area staffed with young, nubile servers taking care of customer’s needs professionally yet subtly.  There’s a gentle breeze blowing from the west, and the smell of basil coming from the kitchen.  I’m waiting for my friend Fiona, who’s always so busy.  It’s an honor she’s agreed to meet me at all, and I’m thrilled when her lithe form saunters in and she plants her fanny opposite mine.  I understand, of course, what with the bloody kids-- Remy and his oboe, and little Chelsea playing Clytemnestra in front of all those people in the school play, that time is a spare commodity in Fiona’s world.  She starts complaining immediately, says she never knew she’d have a second career as a bloody taxi driver.  I understand; I have to, especially after she proclaims there’s something wrong with people who don’t understand.


Now the thing about Fiona, she’s elevated misery to an art form; and if everybody else would pay the kind of proper attention to life’s details that she does, they’d be miserable too.  They’re just not getting it right, damnit!  I had made the mistake during a weak moment, of telling her a year or two earlier I was taking Prozac for depression.  I remember the way she looked at me with great pity, like I’d just told her both my kidneys were failing.


The waiter comes up, we order herb tea.  She’s a  no caffeine, vegetarian kind o’ gal, Fiona.  


When the server walks away, she broadsides me.  “Are you still taking the bloody Prozac?”


As it happened, that month I was experimenting with going off it; it was not going particularly well.  “Oh, that stuff?  No.”


“That’s good.  Silly bloody idea, that.  They’re always pushing pills on you, aren’t they?”


I’m not sure whether she means me, or if she means, we.  “There is a pill for everything,” I say, a little hesitantly.


“One of them tried to give me sodding pills.  They don’t understand, these American doctors; we don’t all think like they do.”  I still don’t know if she’s talking about me or we as in us.  Now I’ve got to figure out if she means they--Americans or they--doctors.  And it’s quite possible if it’s the former, we’re no longer talking about me or we, but her.

“That’s true.”  I’m so confused, and I’ll admit it, wimpy.  The English intimidate me, at least the posh ones do. 


“One of these days they’ll have pills for people who don’t like Big Macs!”


This is how people like Fiona trip people like me up.  I happen to believe they will have a pill one day for people who don’t like Big Macs.  I also believe they’ll announce a mental disease called “Big Mac Aversion Disorder,” and advertise pills to cure it during afternoon talk shows and soap operas.  They’ll show a scene during the commercial depicting a bunch of attractive people laughing and bonding over hamburgers, while the Aversion Disordered person presses her nose against the window looking forlorn and alienated.  However, and this is a big however, this doesn’t mean that Big Mac Aversion Disorder is anything like Clinical Depression, or that the pill for it will be anything like Prozac, Effexor, or any of the others.  As far as I know, there are no statistics indicating the dislike of Big Macs is life threatening. But clinical depression is.  Left untreated it’s as statistically lethal as heart disease.  That doesn’t get mentioned all that often, but it’s true.


But like I said, I’m afraid of the English; and I laugh at her Big Mac crack.  Fiona’s pretty funny sometimes, whether she’s trying to be or not.


She reaches across the table, puts her hand on mine and knits her brow slightly, and I’m afraid she wants to make me a cup of tea.  “And we all know that it’s not you, it’s this bloody place.”


 I moved to this town with my old man when he got a job here.  If given a choice, it’s not first on my list of settling down places, and Fiona knows it.  “Ralph Waldo Emerson said it’s the geography of the heart that matters,” I say lamely.


Fiona makes a brush-off motion with her hand and rolls her eyes.  She doesn’t have to say a thing.  And the truth is, I’ve wondered about that statement too.  Yeah, if you’ve got deep pain in your heart, whether you’re living in a trailer in Yuma or a beach house in Malibu, you’re still going to have it.  But as far as learning to get over it, my money’s on the guy with the beach house in Malibu.  For the guy in the trailer in Yuma, nothing short of a Buddha-like detachment is going to do the trick.


Throughout the rest of the meal, Fiona tells me about her life, about her worthless husband who won’t help with the kids, then we move on to business, politics, all the rest of it.  I have a feather-light awareness of her fear that if I’m not as unhappy as she is, our connection will disappear and she’ll lose me.  Misery not only loves company, it needs it.  How are we-- the few, the proud, the silent suffering, going to tough it out if everybody around us is caving to the purveyors of happy pills? 


 After lunch that day with Fiona I was, in a word, trashed.  I had to pull over with an anxiety attack on the way home, and when I got there, started a fight with my husband.  Then I proceeded to beat myself up for being weak and dumb enough to be suckered in by the likes of Big Mac Aversion Syndrome pill pushers, who were-- at that moment and to my serotonin depleted mind-- no less loathsome than the patronizing schnook  psychiatrist who’d insisted I needed to be medicated for depression in the first place.


A final word on Fiona.  The last time I saw her-- we live in different parts of the country now-- she was taking Paxil because she awoke in the night unable to breathe.  Thinking she was dying her family rushed her off to the emergency room.  But the emergency room doctor told her there was nothing physically wrong with her.  It was just that she was depressed.  Fiona being Fiona took exception to this diagnosis and demanded a trip to another emergency room and a second opinion.  It concurred with the first.


Since that day I have come to understand that there are many people like Fiona. The kinds of things they say to other people are not about other people at all; they’re about themselves.  They’re engaged by you yet compelled to attempt your assination at the same time simply because your existance reminds them too powerfully of their own demons.  These people spend an enormous amount of energy trying to keep these demons at bay.  So to their way of thinking, if you’re right, they’re fucked: weak equals fucked; that’s how the equation goes, and when you’ve molded your world view from a starting place like that there’s a tremendous amount at stake in altering it.  It’s a weird kind of narcissim and a big pain in the neck.  


But I can’t help hoping those meds kick in for her soon.  Just the other day she was telling me about Chelsea, writhing and sobbing in her bed because the world is so impossible and she feels so hopelessly doomed.  Fiona said she wanted to tell her she was wrong, but didn’t feel justified in lying to her.


There’s a strange philosophical coalition that I trace back to Nancy Reagan and her Just Say No campaign.  She did a lot of damage with that business and I think she’s responsible for the almost universal tendency of doctors to undermedicate patients in pain because they’re more afraid of being accused of producing drug addicts than they are dedicated to the relief of suffering.  I blame her for a lot of suffering, giving such voice to the stigma attached to taking medication for any reason; promulgating the notion that it is some kind of a moral failing.

             Drugs are not bad.  Drug abuse is bad.


But I’m getting off track.  I said coalition didn’t I?  Okay, on one side you’ve got your Nancy Reagan types and on the other you’ve got your health fooders, or if you prefer, nutrition freaks.  


Nutrition freaks are people who think that natural things are good and unnatural things, bad.  I’ve known lots of these people, and being a Luddite at a fundamental level, found their thinking intriguing for a week once in nineteen seventy-eight.  


The nutrition freaks think that taking aspirin for a headache is bad, but that chewing willow bark is good.  Never mind that they both contain exactly the same ingredient, the natural is always better.  I have mentioned to these people on many occasions that belladonna and hemlock are natural yet I don’t see them chewing on that, but they stick to their guns.  It’s an ideological thing I reckon and doesn’t have anything to do with logic at all.  The point is, these people regularly come up with the same conclusion the Nancy Reagan types do.  To whit: taking pills, unless they’re vitamins or herbs, is bad.  Of course in all fairness, most of these types are coming from a different place.  During the sixties and seventies they were taking pills morning noon and night, only those pills were more like tabs of windowpane, barbituates, and uppers to lose weight or just to recover from all that reefer they smoked during the day.


My friend Janice is a member of the ‘drugs are bad’ coalition.  She worked on me for a long time to stop taking anti-depressants.  She figured they were probably causing the depression since they were produced by the pharmacological, capitalist/facist machine.  She hasn’t known me very long.


But I haven’t known myself all that long, or maybe I have, I just don’t like facing me.  I scare the shit out of myself.  It took me years to accept the fact that I suffer from a condition resistant to “cures,” and that if I don’t manage it intelligently, it will chew me up and spit me out in little pieces.  I still don’t fully accept it.  It embarrasses me that I can’t get a grip on something so big in my life without pharmocological help.  But depression is something that so alters your perspective that when you’re on an anti-depressant that’s working, you want to believe you don’t need it anymore.  It’s the same kind of thinking that allows people taking antibiotics to throw the medicine away before they’ve finished the full course.  Then they’re amazed when the infection comes back.   


So Janice kept telling me about Saint John’s Wort, SAM-E, melatonin, big doses of calcium, magnesium, stuff like that.  I have to conclude at this point that the only reason I listened to her is that she was telling me what I wanted to hear.  I was going through some kind of hell getting my HMO to pay for treatment in those days.  If there was any way I could possibly tell them to fuck off forever, I wanted to take it.


But listening to Janice?  To put it politely, she’s no Einstein.  I remember one day we were having an argument about cats, which she hates, and she kept saying that all cats were regular Typhoon Mary’s.  I said, what are you talking about you big dope?  She said, “oh, they’re real diseases carriers; cats carry more diseases than any other animal.”  I started laughing, and asked her if she was sure she meant Typhoon and not Typhoid Mary, but she would not back down.  Typhoon Mary, Typhoon Mary, she kept saying.  I said, no Janice, a typhoon is a big storm and she said, no-- that was monsoon, and started laughing and making fun of me for thinking she was talking about someone named Monsoon Mary!  This is the kind of person I’m dealing with here.  Then there was the time we were riding horses and her saddle kept slipping.  I said, why don’t you tighten the cinch.  She said, “when I do my horse tries to bite me.”  I said, so you’d rather get trampled instead?  And she said, “Oh, Candy would never do that!” 


People tell me that Saint John’s Wort has been used to treat depression in Europe for years.  But now hear this.  It is only used to treat moderate depression.  I’m not even sure what moderate depression is, pessimistic but not suicidal?  I wonder what mild depression is then.  Maybe like, doubtful.  Anyway, I tried Saint John’s Wort for six weeks and it didn’t do anything.  


And it is interesting that during that time I got passively suicidal.  Passively suicidal means trying to kill yourself by getting stupid.  It’s rampant amongst depressives with heavily religious backgrounds which proscribe suicide and generally starts by doing careless things like shooting red lights then escalates into things like jumping off high things without parachutes or swimming two miles out to sea just to see if you can make it back.  In the old days I used to take massive amounts of drugs just to see if my heart could take it.  The last time I got passively suicidal, I got on a greenbroke horse-- which means maybe it will let you pet it but when you try to ride it, believes it’s going to die and acts accordingly.  I didn’t even put a bridle of any kind of headgear on it, just a rope halter.  It took off at a dead run, scraped me off under the bar of a swingset, and as the saddle slipped off (I’d neglected to tighten the cinch too), I hit the dirt with such a resounding thunk I thought my head had come off and I was hearing my body hit the ground from a distance.  I was bruised and dizzy, but strangely exhilarated afterwards.


It ain’t easy beingthis nuts.  If nothing else, it’s wearin’ my ass out.


So you can see the kind of fix I’m in.  I don’t trust healthcare workers, can’t trust even well-meaning friends, and as far as trusting myself goes, about ten percent of the time I’m trying to kill me.  By a process of elimination, trusting me is the best way to go, but sometimes it takes Olympian detachment.  I literally have to write out all the arguments and see which ones come up stupid.


There’s another bit of advice the well meaning are fond of giving out.  They say pull your head out of your ass and go help somebody else.  They seem to be very keen on soup kitchens, and maybe the act of ladling out food is uplifting, but from where I’m sitting, telling the depressed to go hang with the desperate is like making the wounded bury the dead.  Depressed people take on other people’s misery like a leaky barge takes on water.  I spent four months working with abused kids and had to go home and drink myself into a stupor every night.  I just couldn’t take it.  Some kid would say he was planning to run away from home, I’d say, “do it dude, don’t look back until you’ve crossed the state line.”  I was supposed to tow the party line, tell him stuff like that his  crusty old child molesting grandpa was undergoing state mandated counseling now and everything was going to be all better. Jaysus, Mary, and Joseph!

Ooooh!  I’m getting a stomach ache just thinking about it.  I am not wired for social work.  Don’t get me wrong, I care about the poor, the disenfranchised, the oppressed, but it works a lot better for me to pay someone else to ladle the soup, and I’m happy to do it.  It’s important to know things like this about yourself. 

As far as I’m concerned, the best strategy for anyone struggling with depression is to keep it between you and your shrink, or whoever writes out the prescriptions.  I am not advocating cynicism but the truth is, there’s still a moral stigma attached to depression and people who would never give you advice if you suffered from malaria, for example, will advise you in all kinds of kooky ways about depression.  They may even do it with love, which makes it all the more difficult to tell them to piss off, but you have to.  I find the phrase, “how about those Lakers?” useful.  Say it over and over again.  Chances are, whatever friend you’re with will get bored and leave, particularly if they’re not Lakers fans.  But don’t worry, they’ll probably be back another day, having figured out the bounderies of your private life.  And if not, they’re probably not really friends anyway.
