Introduction

So you've been told you're bipolar, or perhaps you're wondering if you are. You either have it or
you think you do. You've learned that this diagnosis can mean a lifetime of troubles. You've
learned that if you've got it, you might have to take medication for the rest of your life. You
understand that the disorder is genetic. You understand that people with bipolar disorder

sometimes need to be hospitalized. You didn’t ask for this. It wasn't in your life plan.

Perhaps you’ve had times when you felt so down you couldn’t get moving. Keeping up with
your work or even getting out of the house seemed impossible. It felt like you were trying to slog
your way through molasses with no end in sight. Essentially, your self-esteem was in the pits and

you felt awful.

Then, there were other times when you felt alert and energized. Sleep didn’t matter a whole lot
and your usual challenges felt like a piece of cake. You felt alive! Images, scents, and sounds
were so crisp and immediate. Others around you didn’t seem to be moving at the same pace, but
it didn’t matter; little mattered. Yes, it was an exciting time and you enjoyed it. But just as
quickly as it arrived, it was over, and you crashed back into the depression, back into the

molasses.

You started thinking maybe you should end your life. You knew those thoughts weren't you, but

at the same time they were you and they seemed the only solution. The confusion was hell. You
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can begin to see why people say bipolar is trouble. You know this craziness means something is

wrong.

If you've sought help you've probably received plenty of advice about how to manage this
disorder. You've been told you should see a psychiatrist. And if you have, you're facing pills.
Lots of pills. Take your choice: Lexapro, Seroquel, Depakote, lithium, Tegretol, Lamictal, and
others. You’ve been told that while these drugs can be helpful, you'll also have side effects such
as drowsiness, dry mouth, weight gain, dulling of your emotions, and even dulling of your
sexuality. And you’ve been told that you may have to take several of them at the same time,
forever. Why? If you feel fine or almost fine, why would you have to take these waist-

expanding, thirst-inducing, libido-reducing pills forever? What is that all about?

They say something is wrong with your brain, your neurochemistry, your genetics. There is no
simple explanation. Bipolar disorder is not a simple illness. It is a disorder of the brain and of the
mind that affects who you are, what you think, what you feel, and how your personality places

itself in the world. These are not things you can see, touch, taste, or smell.

They say you should get into psychotherapy. A psychotherapist is a different kind of shrink from
the one who prescribes the pills; he or she is someone you'll talk with about how you're really
feeling and thinking—the kind of stuff you just don't tell anyone. And you may have to do this
for a while because you've also been told that bipolar isn't going to go away, no matter how

much you want it to. Bipolar isn't like mononucleosis, which you’d recover from eventually.
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And beyond the medicine and the psychotherapy, you're told that you’ll have to monitor your
sleep patterns carefully. You’ll have to make sure that you get good sleep: that you go to sleep
and get up at consistent times. You’ll have to stop using alcohol, pot, stimulants, energy drinks,
or whatever else you've relied upon to help you get by. To you it sounds like no partying, no fun,

no life.

Besides, if you've only recently been told that you're bipolar, you probably think your parents,
your loved ones, and the professionals you’ve seen are all exaggerating the bad news. It's like
suddenly everyone is telling you that the sky is falling! And even if you decide to go along with
their recommendations and do all that they're asking, you could still be psychiatrically
hospitalized for acute depression, suicide attempts, or manic episodes. And in the middle of all

this bad news, you're encouraged to remain hopeful and not let it get you down. Yeah, right!

Okay, let's get real. It's pretty unlikely that you’ll simply do what other people expect without
really questioning where they’re coming from. You might hope that they’re wrong and look for
anything to support that hope. You’ll most likely want a second opinion. You might also look
toward any alternate explanations that will help you make sense of your recent instability. The
bottom line is that a diagnosis of bipolar disorder sure as hell isn't welcome news. In fact, it's
downright frightening, and you'll most likely do your best to find some way of minimizing it,

explaining it away, or outright denying it.

Welcome to the resistance and denial that follow the news that you’re bipolar. These reactions

are absolutely normal, and so is your desire to run from the diagnosis. And as odd as this may
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sound, we absolutely advise against trying to sidestep your reactions. Intense reactions against
the diagnosis are completely to be expected. Our focus will be to help you understand these

reactions so that you can learn to deal effectively with them.

As you begin to face the reality of being bipolar, you'll find that one of the toughest challenges is
saying goodbye to the person you once thought you would be, especially at a time in your life
when you are thinking hopefully about your future. If you're new to the bipolar experience,
you're probably somewhere between your mid-teens and your mid-twenties; and letting go of
your previous expectations about life’s direction is hard. It may be even harder than it was to
accept your bipolar diagnosis. Worse yet, you may even find that some people will withdraw
from you or drop out of sight once you’ve found the courage to tell them, “I have bipolar
disorder.” Let’s face it: some people are afraid of mental illness. Your relationships will be
affected. Almost everything will be affected. We know this all must sound pretty grim; it doesn't

need to be.

When you move to a new city, you need to know how to have the gas and electricity turned on
and the phone hooked up. You need to find the grocery stores and the major department stores. A
guidebook is essential, only now it's the Lonely Planet Guide to Bipolar City you need. You
didn’t choose this destination, but this is where you’ll be living. You need to know how to live
here. You need to know how to keep your mind stable, how to take care of it, and how to keep it
on the right track. In your old world, where you wish you still lived, this isn’t the book you
would be flipping through in a bookstore. We understand. We know this is not a book you want

to need.
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In the chapters that follow we'll provide you with straightforward, down-to-earth, and easily
digestible information about this thing called bipolar disorder. You'll learn what it looks like,
how common it is and how it usually unfolds, what’s involved in treatment, what challenges
you’ll face, and what kinds of lifestyle changes you will need to make. And if you're not the one
with bipolar disorder, then this book will help you to better understand what's going on with the

person you're concerned about.

Our intent is to make Bipolar City less frightening, less lonely, and less strange. You'll come to
see that it's a different city from the one you were setting out for, but it's still quite livable. The
hitch is that you don't get to live there unless you're able to let go of your expectations about the
other place you had hoped to reach. And once you come to terms with this loss, once you're able
to look around and realistically assess what it takes to make a home in your new destination, then
you’ll be in a much better position to tackle the reality of bipolar disorder. We hope to help you

manage this important transition.

So why did we write this book? Because we have both worked in the mental health field since
the mid-1970s. Between us, we have more than 35 years of experience working with university
students. We’ve each treated many students with bipolar disorder, and we've come to see
firsthand the profound impact that the disorder can have upon the development of adolescents
and young adults. We absolutely understand that bipolar disorder doesn't represent an easy life

story.
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From our experience in the trenches of university mental health, often working together on the
same cases, we try to bring to these pages our knowledge, extensive experience, and strong
compassion for people like you, who are beginning to come to terms with bipolar disorder. We

want to speak with you as if you are sitting with us. We want to reach through these pages and

make a difference in your life.
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