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Chronic Illness and Mental Health: 
A Personal Journey 

The reflection from the street hght hes hke a golden star across 
the coverlet of my hospital bed. I trace the image wi th my finger. 
S m a l l stars pattern the bedspread. 

I n the dark room is silence, except for the quick step of nurses 
outside the door or the whisperings of the attendants. The pain esca
lates; the fear increases. Alone, alone. I s this how I w i l l die? B y 
myself without goodbyes? 

I set my mind to other thoughts. Philosophy helps wi th reason
ing. Psychology aids understanding. F a i t h gives support. 

Yet, w i th a l l of the aids, there I am and I alone. Those who love 
me, no matter what their efforts, are outside the fence that separates 
the i l l and the well . 

I am alone. Alone, alone. 
What can I do wi th my loneliness? 
F e a r takes hold and grips me by the chest. I cannot breathe. 
Panting, I t ry to direct my mind i n other arenas, but the pain 

and the anguish, l ike a huge grizzly bear, hold me tight. 
Chronic pain. I think. How can they reconcile w i th one another? 

Or can they? 
The hands, which once could gentle an infant, erase a tear, offer 

comfort, now empty. No longer filled wi th pebbles of love and tender
ness—now down turned and useless. 

Only I—alone, alone, alone. 
How to give up life? How to let go of love and thought and meaning? 
What is i t to become nothing? 



A Sudden Memory 

It is July—hot, hot, 
hot. Wichita Falls 
sidewalks burn feet. No 
air conditioning. 

A chubby blonde girl 
sits on the stoop on the 
back porch. She stares at 
strip of flypaper where 
the insects gather to eat 
the sweet taste of the 
substance. 

Once on the paper, 
they are stuck. The little 
girl watches with wonder 
and compassion as a 
fly tries to lift its feet, 
but cannot move. 

That is how it is. I, 
too, am this fly. 



Some Findings 
Chronic illness and mental health. A n oxymoron? Perhaps and 

perhaps not. How is i t possible to have good mental health when 
pain demands your attention? How can you worry about the prob
lems of the world or the state of the pantry when every breath or 
every step pierces the consciousness? 

It 's not easy. Often it is not even possible. 
P a i n can be l ike a vicious enemy overtaking a smal l and 

untrained army. I t can cloud the vision and paralyze movement. 
The reality is that chronic il lness is a constant reminder of dis

tress. Lett ing the illness become the major factor i n your life can 
result i n unhappiness as ongoing as the pain. 

Some Feelings 
F e a r 

F i r s t of a l l , there is fear. What i f the condition grows worse? 
What w i l l happen i f mobility is further impaired? 

What i f something sinister is lurking? 
These questions and more continue. Getting past the overwhelm

ing sense of fear takes time and effort. Once constant fear is tamed, 
what comes next? 
Anger 

Now there is anger. Why me? I've lived the good life and been a 
decent citizen. It 's not fair that I should be selected to be one of the 
ones w i th serious health problems. 

The anger continues. I t diminishes only when the awareness 
that everyone has some problems i n life becomes ingrained. Then 
you look at others suffering major disabilities and st i l l coping i n 
upbeat fashion. At that point, the idea that the problem is highly 
personal begins to lessen. 

Resignat ion 
The next feeling may be the most dangerous one of a l l . I t is res

ignation. " I ' l l give i n to the pain and let the world go by. I ' l l stay i n 
bed. I ' l l quit trying." 
Acceptance 

How do you get beyond fear, anger, and resignation? The most 
helpful way is to learn acceptance. I f the condition is one that cannot 
be altered, then acceptance of its reality w i l l permit you to move for
ward to a way of life as pleasant as possible. 
Compromise 

Compromise is another possibility. I f I cannot dance, can I walk? 
I f I cannot read , can I hear music? W h a t can I continue to hold 
w i t h meaning? 
What then are some weapons you might use to diminish the power 
of the foe. 



Final ly 
Has anything changed? Are we simply trading words to give 

more sense of peace? 
Over what do we have control? How is i t we would l ike our lives 

to count? 
Perhaps most positively, comes the realization that life, an 

unending story, continues on across the genetic bridge of time. 
There is the face of a grandchild—a genetic l ink generation to 

generation—the face of the past, weathered now and crumbled, but 
l inked to tomorrow i n the face of an infant looking out on the world 
w i th eyes of expectation. 

There is the new but wise sight of an infant who, l ike a rushing 
stream, can mold the generations into a young body of life moving 
shore to shore and generation to generation. 

There is the feeling of soul touching soul, even three generations 
apart. The infant regarding the world wi th wonder; the look i n the 
new, but wise, sight of an infant reaching across the generational 
miles to heal your being. There is the feeling of a river, lengthy, 
fresh, going across the shoals that divide the present, past, and 
future. And, suddenly, the " I " shr inks and becomes part of the free-
flowing water. 

Interestingly, you become like G a u l (or "The Three Faces of 
E v e " ) divided into three parts: 

• The patient wi th almost total attention and concern 
for self. 
• The caregiver, worried and fatigued wi th chores and 
responsibilities. Resentment mixes wi th concern. 
• The observer witnessing the inner and outer struggle 
of the other participants. 

Three roles may interlock and overlap. 
Memories float into consciousness. There are the loving days of 

births and reunions, the acts of unsolicited love, the honey-taste of 
words of comfort or support. 
Memory, blessed memory, stays embedded i n the self, the reaching 
across the genetic bridge to ongoing life, a r iver flowing across the 
shoals of time that divide past, present, future. 

The nights of young lovers 
The wonder of the infant 
The cushioning finality of wonders 

of caring for others. 
And then you know that memory cannot die, that love remains 

embedded i n the genes of other generations, that love and eternity 
are one. 

Then I know that caring is indestructible and that chronic i l l 
ness and mental health can co-exist. 



O love, you brought to thirsty lips the wine 
That is as healing as the dew of dawn. 
Through shadow and through mist, a tender sign 
That life, a lamp, forever flickers on. 
Beloved, through the night in grief unsleeping. 
Youth in the yearning of your wrinkled face. 
Beside my bed you sit, your vigil keeping. 
Until Death shrank and vanished into space. 

Afterword 
The gold star on the coverlet begins to fade and turn a silver 

gray. L ight starts to uncover shadows. 
I am st i l l alone, yet not alone, cushioned by memory, softened by 

love. I am I for this moment i n time, and only I can make it count. 
Not i n pity and self-consideration. 
T h i s is the moment that is mine—to beautify or 

diminish. 
Perhaps, most positively, has come the realization that life, an 

unending story, continues on across the genetic bridge of time. 
The gold star on the coverlet disappears, but its imprint lies i n 

indelible reality i n my heart. 

Note 
F a n i a Kruger. All Seeds Blended (Aust in , T X : P l a i n View Press , 
1995), 84. 




