April Elliott’s Recovery Story (April, 2010)

 “WRAP” Story, a Life of New Beginnings
I invite you to walk along side of me for a few minutes. 
I am a mother, an employee, a friend, a sister and a valuable asset to my community. I have been labeled with bipolar disorder, panic disorder, borderline personality disorder and severe depression. I want to say up front that these diagnoses are not who I am, they are not my identity. 
When I was a young child I started obsessing about different things. One being that paper could not be on the floor. I would have these thoughts (voices?) telling me, if I did not get the paper off the floor, bad things would happen to me and my family. I would sit in the evenings on the floor between where my mother and father sat reading the daily paper and have them hand each section to me as they finished so I could hold it in my lap until I could neatly put it away. I never told them why I did this; I believe they just assumed that I was being thoughtful. While, in my mind, I was saving us all from evil. This behavior would manifest itself in different ways throughout my life.
At the age of 15, I was active in sports, had friends, got good grades, belonged to several clubs and yet, I attempted suicide, prescription drug overdose; my world was just too much to live in. I was sent to a family physician, received a prescription of Valium and my parents were told that it would pass. I then was taken to see our Parish Priest to confess my sin. No counseling was received. I quit taking the medication after a week; it made me feel a shell of myself. I continued in school and life, striving for excellence, and lived with my obsessions. Every day was a challenge. At the age of 17 I drove my father’s car into a tree, I wanted to escape forever. I was treated for a mild concussion, and the whole incident was treated as an unfortunate mishap. Once again I confessed my sin.
I proceeded onto college, with total focus and obsession over grades, sports, cleanliness, and weight control. I was considered an overachiever, yet inside of me was a constant panic of not doing enough, not being enough, and never achieving enough. I lived in panic and obsession. I married, had two children, worked, and often drank to mask the pain.
At the age of 34 I was hospitalized for severe anorexia, I had to learn to walk, eat and live all over again. No mental health diagnosis was given, just 4 days of IV's and council with a nutritionist. I left with an attitude that this was my new beginning, but was clueless as how to continue a mentally well life. I would be hospitalized 3 more times. This bout was in psychiatric facilities, and the previous stated disorders were diagnosed. I received counseling, said what they wanted to hear, but still had no clue on how to live my daily life. I was on so much medication that I truly lived in a bubble. I never told anyone outside of my immediate family of my diagnosis. I worked hard to get through every day. Yet during this time I maintained a career as a Parent Educator, and gave birth to two more children. Then the darkness set in once again. At the age of 44 I surrendered to the idea that I could never and would never live a normal life. After all, my psychiatrist had told me to go on disability, that I would never be able to work again, and that maybe I should just try to be a good mother. Now that is not what I had envisioned for my future. The walls around me were closing in, literally. I spent my days in a fog, smoking cigarettes and looking at the television never leaving my home. My marriage ended as well as my career and homelessness was becoming a reality. I was “Hopeless.”
Then a door opened. I was introduced to WRAP through a phone call and an article in the local newspaper which said and I quote, ” that people with severe mental illness can get well and stay well for long periods of time, even indefinitely”.  Oh my god, why hadn’t someone told me this before! I made a phone call from the information given in the article; the person who answered the phone would have a significant impact on my wellness and recovery. I sought out further information on WRAP, attended wrap groups and eventually trained to be a Certified Wrap Facilitator. As I became empowered within myself, my world was ever growing. I got a full time job with benefits as a Consumer Affairs Specialist, became a Certified Peer Support Specialist, went on to become trained as an Advanced WRAP Facilitator. 
 WRAP has been a life ring for me. Along with persons who saw things in me that I was unable to see in myself; positive support indeed. I have hope, a plan, self-esteem, and I actually like myself. I constantly educate myself and others on living well with mental health issues. I awake most days with a positive outlook and an agenda to help at least one person to live well for that day. I speak to mental health staff and administrators on how to understand that we are people first and not a diagnosed label. That as human beings we can contribute to society and bring about positive changes in our community. We can make educated choices if given the chance, we will still have bad days, and weeks, but with the active implementation of our individual WRAP we will move forward beyond recovery. 
I use my WRAP every day; it is my way of life. I recently was going through some very difficult times. I knew that I had to focus on my WRAP experience, by recognizing my early warning signs, using my wellness tools and taking action, I worked through it. I am here and truly living a life of hope and wellness because of what WRAP has introduced to me. 
WRAP is not an end all be all remedy. WRAP is a way of life and living, another tool in our journey. It has become for me a road to a life of wellness after traveling through so very many detours. I consider it my foundation for life. For every closed door there is a window with a ray of sunshine seeping through. I just have to know when to open the shade!
At the age of 51 my wellness and recovery continue, ever growing and becoming.  I carry my “hope” within me along with the support of others and self determination to move forward in my life.

Thank you for taking this walk with me today. My wish is that you too can write and share your “Wellness and Recovery Story” and spread the message that life can get better, and that each one of us has self worth and purpose!
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