Fall 2001… “The party’s over”

As July rolled along, I began having doubts about the ‘take it easy’ approach to life I had followed for the past several months. For years, my closest friend had often suggested that I was only making things worse by 'dwelling' on illness. She insisted that I just needed to accept that my physical issues were simply a consequence of getting older and that I should stop looking for some hidden illness to blame it on. In her mind, stubbornly clinging to my dreams of getting my fitness back and living an active life was childish and unrealistic. At some point, I guess I bought into the idea that I would be happier by lowering my expectations. On the surface, I'm sure it looked like I was quite content with my life. I had already been camping three times this year, was doing video projects with my brother Danny and even participating in choir occasionally. As much as I enjoyed those activities, I knew I couldn't settle for a passive lifestyle. I had to live by my own standards, not those of my sedentary friends. I needed to find out why I still didn't have the energy and the wellness to do my workouts and ride my bike...

But before I even had the chance to map out a new strategy to regain my wellness, I received some distressing news from my family in Texas...  My brother Jerry, who had suffered a major heart attack the previous summer, was in dire straits. My Mom was taking him to Houston for open-heart surgery.  Although he was going to one of the best heart surgeons available, there was a high chance he wouldn't survive the multiple-bypass operation. I dropped everything and made travel arrangements to be there by his side. Fortunately, our prayers were answered when the doctor came out to tell us that Jerry had made it through the operation. Flying back to San Diego, I felt a great sense of relief and perhaps a bit small… My struggles with illness seemed so trivial compared to my brother’s fight just to survive…

Soon I was back to the same old ‘party’ lifestyle…spending several nights of the week hanging out with my friends in the jacuzzi. I was excited about our upcoming camping trip at the beach and getting back to one of my favorite hobbies from childhood – flying model airplanes. It felt like we were kids again when Danny and I went to the flying field with my new radio-controlled glider. Some of the best times we had growing up were building model airplanes in our bedroom. But as much fun as we had that day, the feeling was somewhat bittersweet. Danny was moving back to Texas. He had worked so hard for the last year and a half to build his wedding video business and graduate from computer school. His wife stayed behind in Texas to finish nursing school. But she had now changed her mind about moving to San Diego and insisted Danny come back to Fort Worth. He was greatly disappointed – and so was I - but he was committed to his wife and began preparing to go back.

At the same time my job took a turn for the worse. My new supervisor wanted to make her mark by replacing a computer system that I had implemented in 1994. Although the system had been a huge success, she insisted it was outdated and that the software she was proposing was far better. When the president of the division asked for my assessment of the need for a new system, I had no choice in my mind but to be honest and professional. I could see no business case for spending millions of dollars for the software my boss was so adamantly pushing. After she learned that her proposal was turned down, she embarked on a mission to attack my credibility and competence. It wasn’t long before I dreaded even coming into work, not knowing when the next unpleasant ‘surprise’ was going to ambush me.

For August and September, my main focus was making the most of the time I had left with Danny, but my energy had declined to a point where it was hard making it to work, much less doing anything else. It was clear that following my best friend’s suggested approach of “ignore it and it’ll go away” wasn’t cutting it anymore. There was no doubt in my mind that something was seriously wrong with my body. By the middle of October, things started to look bleak. Danny was gone and I was back on the couch – on disability leave. I had become so exhausted that it was hard just walking from the living room into the kitchen. In desperation, I conceded to my doctor’s insistence that I start taking antidepressants. Maybe he was right. Maybe all the recent turmoil in my life had taken a toll. To my surprise, I soon felt even worse, but my doctor told me to just be patient and give the medicine a few weeks to kick in…

But by the middle of November I was hardly able to get off the couch. I decided to stop the antidepressants because my condition had only worsened since starting on them. I felt quite alarmed when my Mom told me she was afraid that my life might be in danger. If I didn’t have an answer within 2 weeks she was going to fly out from Texas and ‘take over’. I knew better than to question my Mom’s instincts! I had to take action, and I had to take it now!

For the next few days, I spent what little energy I had researching medical websites… From what I could see, I became convinced that I should be evaluated for pituitary failure. I had suggested that to my doctor a year earlier, but he refused. A few days later, I went to see an endocrinologist who agreed to have me tested. As bad as I felt physically, emotionally I was excited. I was certain that soon, very soon, I would have the answers that had constantly eluded me for so many years…

