My Worlds

I live in a very small world. On either side of this, there are two very large worlds. I do not belong to either of them. In my very small world, I feel as if I am living in a vacuum. It is still and quiet there, and I try not to think. I feel little emotion, it is as if I am numb, and I seem to be holding my breath. In my small world I carry an enormous weight of sadness that comes from worrying about my relative who has a mental health problem. Occasionally, a friend enters this world. This person is a friend because they too have a relative with a mental health problem. As we live very similar experiences, we understand each other and try to help each other.

My relative lives in one of the two large worlds that I find on either side of me. I do not belong there and can never enter. I am locked outside this world, because there is no way I can ever understand the distress they are feeling. I can only try to do the right thing, try not to do the wrong thing, try to say the right thing, try to not say the wrong thing, or not say anything at all, and just listen. I am on the edge of my relatives world trying to keep it as calm as possible. I do not always manage, but through the years, I have come to know some of the things that upset them, and I have come to know the things that make them happy. I am not in their world with them, but at the same time I am joined to them. I feel cannot, and must not, leave them to struggle by themselves.  

On the other side of me, is the second large world. A part of this world is made up of professional men and women who help my relative. It is a group of people who do all they can to help, but I do not understand enough of their work to feel part of what is happening.

The largest part of this world is made up of people living their lives from day to day. Many of these people have little or no understanding of the distress a person with mental health problems is going through, and the whole subject worries them. I cannot talk to these people about my relative’s mental health problems as they might act in a negative manner towards them.  Unfortunately, there is still a good deal of stigma attached to mental health problems.

If the two worlds on either side of me do not change, I will remain in my very small one. 

Constancy

I have written this short piece to describe how my life has changed. Before my relative suffered from mental health problems, I feel I had some control over my life. Since the first serious problems arose, I feel I have little or no control over it at all.

The knowledge I have little or no control over my life is the one constant in my life. It is confirmed daily by the person in my life with a mental health problem. They decide each day how my day will be. I let this happen be cause I know that if they are not upset, we can avoid crises. To keep things as calm as possible, I know I must follow their mood so they can feel supported. I know how my day will be as soon as I see them in the morning. I can see if they are calm, sad or distressed.

As well as understanding what the day will be like when I see my relative in the morning, I also know what it will be liked from their actions. If they have been walking about during the night or have been talking to themselves the day before or during the night in a troubled way, I also know what the day will be like.

I have learnt to alter my habits and behaviour according to how my relative is feeling. I know they hate having the radio on in the car while we are driving. I know that shopping in supermarkets can make them feel unsettled. I know that they do not like being left alone in the evening. I know many other things that upset them that I am unable to understand. I recognise the signs that tell me the degree of distress they are feeling, and although I often find it difficult to understand why they have become upset or even angry, I have to help them feel calm again. Sometimes actions are the best way of helping them to feel calm, and other times they are not.

There are times when they need to talk, and although I cannot always follow their reasoning I know I must listen, even when it is not the right moment for me, because they need me to do so. As it is important to understand how my relative is feeling, my own feelings are on hold. I try to understand how they are feeling during the day, and work at trying to keep positive.

In this situation it is very difficult to remember that I am a person and not just an extension of my relative. In spite of a feeling of silent disheartenment, I persevere. I know my relative needs me to be with them as much as I can in my limited way, and there is always hope that their distress will diminish as they and I learn how to handle the whole situation with more competence through the years. 

