Childhood taken by mental illness
	By Michael Willett SPECIAL TO THE TELEGRAM & GAZETTE
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Michael Willett was tormented by mental illness for eight years. (T&G Staff Photos / RICK CINCLAIR)
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	Hello. I am here to tell you what it was like to live with an undiagnosed mental illness from the age of 6 to the age of 14. When I was 14, I finally was hospitalized and diagnosed with schizophrenia. My goal now is to keep myself out of the hospital and to fight against the stigma of mental illness that prevented my parents and me from seeking help earlier in my life.



	Related articles: 

» Compounding the crises (6/14/2005) 

» Insurers’ performance in mental health care varies (6/13/2005) 

» Child, youth docs in short supply (6/13/2005) 

» A public health catastrophe (6/13/2005) 

» Misunderstood Minds (6/12/2005) 
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Michael Willett, left, with brothers, Thomas, center, and Matthew. Strong support from family has helped Michael control his mental illness.
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EDITOR’S NOTE: Beginning when he was 6 and for the next eight years of his life, mental illness progressively took control over Michael Willett. His account of what happened during that time illustrates how mental illness can disguise itself when it initially strikes and goes undetected until finally gaining a stranglehold on the mind. Like his parents, Carol and John Willett, and his younger brothers, Matt and Thomas, Michael actively promotes efforts to help people better understand mental illness and combat the widespread stigma directed at those who suffer from it. 
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This is my story: 

When I was age 6, I started kindergarten in Princeton. Our family lived on a quiet country road, and I needed to take the bus to school. That bus, I truly believed at first, was alive — a great big thing that was going to eat me. I was really scared of the bus, but had to go on it. My fear lessened as I got bigger, and before long I stopped believing the bus would eat me. 

I was scared and dreaded going to school that first day. Up until the time I was hospitalized, I thought the school looked like, and really was, a prison where I was sent as part of an evil plan to make me feel all alone. Even though I knew there was no plan, I still felt all alone. So my mentality made the “plan” work really well. 

My teacher seemed to be a very nice person, but the students seemed mean, angry, scared and out to get me, all at the same time. Eventually, I began to like school, because I enjoyed learning and the praise from my teacher. I didn’t act out in class or on the playground, where other students started making fun of me. 

No matter how hard I tried that year, I did not feel like I fit in. The kids were interested in basketball and other sports, and I was interested in schoolwork. When the kids started to make fun of me, I would get really angry and want to get back at them. Instead of acting upon my feelings, I stuffed them down way deep inside me. I honestly believed that what they said about me was true. It was the same at home. When my dad said, “I am going to take away your allowance forever” after I did something wrong, I believed him. I think I will always have trouble knowing when things people say to me are true, false, a joke or just venting. 

That is part of my illness. 

The next school year was much the same. I still dreaded the school bus and was afraid of going to school because I knew other students would torment and make fun of me. 

Things started to change when I was 8, but not for the better. I was now in second grade and the kids, one in particular, continued tormenting me. I still believed all they were saying, adding to the anger already inside me. 

It was that school year that I got into a great battle with my parents over a project called “Apple of my Eye.” Our class was assigned to write letters to classmates, telling why they were liked and why they were special. I enjoyed reading nice things about me, but wouldn’t write my letters because I thought I was too good to do it. I believed everything they had said about me. My parents found out and were mad that the teacher had let me off the hook. They made me spend an entire weekend writing the letters. I hated doing it, and I hated them for making me, but I kept the anger inside. 

My youngest brother, Thomas, was born when I was 9 and going to third grade. Things now started to get worse. I still was being picked on by other students, and I still believed what they were saying. I kept getting angrier and angrier, still keeping it all inside me, and now my teacher was on my list. She threatened to hold me back a year when I failed to turn in a writing project on time. 

At home I was obsessed with building Ranger Rick’s Clubhouse. I wanted that clubhouse so I could have a place to I fit in. My parents thought that I was joking when I asked them to buy the lumber. That meant even more anger inside me. 

We moved from Princeton to Ayer when I was 10, which meant starting fourth grade in a new school. I dreaded that. I no longer believed the bus would eat me, but was terrified that the kids at my new school would pick on me, as they did in Princeton. Unfortunately, I was right to be afraid. 

I thought my new school was better academically than my old school — that I had graduated to a lower-security prison. My teacher was the cheerleading coach and treated me really well, even letting me help other kids with their math. It was the year I discovered football, obsessing over the sport throughout the year because I believed it would be a good way to defend myself from being picked on. I was also obsessed with wanting everything to be the way it was. I did not want to move or have anything change in my life except to escape the kids who picked on me. I hated my parents for making me move, and I hated the kids who picked on me at my new school. 

Eleven now, and in the fifth grade, my situation kept getting worse. One kid in particular tormented me with a vengeance. I had made the football team, while he was cut. One really bad incident changed my anger toward him to intense hatred. I continued to believe what others were saying about me. When I started playing, I didn’t think I fit in with the football crowd, but started getting more comfortable toward the end of year. Others on the team kept calling me “Willett,” which made me think they were taking potshots at me. My parents tried to make me understand that’s how football players refer to one another. So even when I was fitting in, I didn’t realize it. I was still doing well in school. My teacher seemed big and old, but treated me well. I did not act out at school, but was, by this point, thinking of bloody ways to murder the kid who tormented me so badly. I also began to realize that because of my intense hatred of him, I was starting to hate myself. It was more fuel for the anger inside me. 

When I was 12 and in the sixth grade in Ayer, I quit football because I felt it made me work too hard physically. My football coach was disappointed and held a place on the team for me if I came back. My parents and I had made a deal when I started that I had to stick with for the year and afterward could do what I wanted. I wanted out. School was excruciatingly annoying because there was more work at school and at home than ever before. I still enjoyed the learning aspects of school, but not the workload. I still was being picked on by the fifth-grade tormentor and continued to believe the hurtful things he said. I was still trying to be a perfect student and never acted out in class, but did actually strike a student who was taunting me about a girl I had a serious crush on. 

The situation at home also was bad, because my two brothers and I kept getting into big fights over things they said about me. I got into serious trouble with my parents after an incident on one of my brothers’ birthdays and I think that was what led to my first thought of committing suicide. I also started hearing voices telling me to do things that weren’t right. At the same time, I had visions of the acts the voice were telling me to do. I tried coping with it all by becoming a voracious reader and by sleeping as much as I possibly could. The anger within me was seeping out, even though I tried hard to keep it all inside. 

My family moved to Pepperell when I was 13, but I finished the seventh grade in Ayer because that is what I told my parents I wanted. So even though I lived in Pepperell, I continued to go to school with the boy who tormented me so badly. The schoolwork this year seemed quite easy, but now I seemed to be coming home with a severe headache nearly every school day. I was supremely angry with those who picked on me both at school and at home. At home, the situation was going downhill fast. My parents took me to my pediatrician for my headaches and I had an MRI scan, which showed nothing. 

Meanwhile, my compulsions took control of me and had me convinced I needed to wash my hands every 15 minutes. I then started believing I had to keep a coating of soap on my hands to stay clean and protect me from germs. All the while, the visions and voices were growing stronger and more intense, and I became increasingly afraid that I would begin acting upon them. Toward the end of the school year, my pediatrician referred me to a psychiatrist, who would diagnose the problem as obsessive-compulsive disorder. I also began seeing a behavior modification therapist. At 14, I transferred to the school in Pepperell for my eighth-grade classes. The behavior therapy was not working and I began taking medication for the OCD symptoms. Two months into the school year, I was hospitalized. My symptoms had gotten way out of hand: the bullying so bad; the compulsions got so bad; my feelings so hurt; the fights with my brothers so ugly that there wasn’t any way to cope. I wanted to kill the bullies and the voices and visions wanted me to kill my family. I became so afraid that the voices were going to win that I desperately wanted to kill myself. I actually did attempt suicide twice before I was hospitalized, which my parents were shocked to learn because they never knew. 

When I got out of the hospital and returned home, a new understanding of who I was started taking hold. I was placed in a new school where, for the first time, I truly felt and knew that I fit in. The teasing and torment had finally stopped. 

I’m 20 now, and continue to experience both ups and downs in life, although nothing comparable to the years preceding my hospitalization. Actually, the original diagnosis of schizophrenia has been changed to schizoaffective disorder. You can think of it as having both manic depression and schizophrenia at the same time. The moods of manic depressives vary between the extremes of depression and elation, while schizophrenics experience visual and auditory hallucinations. I like to say that schizoaffective disorder is “the best of both worlds.” 

I can control my life pretty well now. I was enrolled at Eastern Nazarene College taking computer science classes, but am taking this semester off to, as my mother says, “take a breather.” I’ve been prescribed several different medications and have learned that coping is a much easier process if I take them when I’m supposed to. I’ve also seen a host of doctors and therapists, ranging from a Freudian psychiatrist who seemed more concerned with masturbation habits than my mind and a therapist who fell asleep during my second visit, to those who really care and want to help. 

Yes, it’s hard at times. But one thing I’ve learned is that with the support of your family and help from the Man upstairs, you can make it throughout just about anything. 

(Another version of Michael Willett’s account was made available to mental health advocacy organizations and members of the state Legislature.) 


