Bringing Darkness to Light

-

Wow! You think you have life all figured out,
then Whamo!
People say that the only certainties in life
are death and taxes. I suppose you could
choose not to pay your taxes; that's your
prerogative, although the feds will eventually find you. But when it comes to death,
there's no way of escaping it. We all die,
eventually. That's why I'm writing this article, because eventually didn't come calling
for me when I went looking for it. What do
I mean by that? Well, let's cut to the chase
here. I tried to kill myself. That's right, I
attempted suicide, and I thank God every
day I didn't do such a good job of it,
because if I had... well, we all know how
that turns out.

was depressed. Deeply, clinically and fundamentally
depressed. I used to sit at the edge of my bed for
hours or look into the bathroom mirror until I no
longer recognized the face staring back at me. I couldn't follow a simple conversation. I had a brand new
baby daughter, and I could barely pay attention to her. I
missed her first words, her first steps, her first everything. I had no-interest in work, sex, friends or family. I
talked constantly about killing myself and it wam't just
talk. I tempted fate so often it's a wonder I am still alive.
Yet, as I look back on my ordeal I can't help but feel
empowered, emboldened, enriched even. It may sound
like a line but it's not. I've been to hell and back, and I'm
a better person for it. At least, I hope I am. I mean to be.
And I mean to keep working at it.
Last December I made a major career change.
Actually, I made a major life change! I chose to turn my
mess into a message. I'd already written a book about
my experience, but I wanted to reach out to people and
touch them in an even more personal way, so I deci'ded
to share my story of depression and attempted suicide
with school groups in my area.
At first, it was just a small idea. I phoned some local
schools right here in Bergen County, starting with my
continued CHI page I12

,

<

t

,

continuedfrom page 111

alma mater, Tenafly High School. I
spoke with Veronica Capone, and the
vice president of guidance, Lawrence
Mayer, and they invited me to make a
presentation to the junior class. Let
me tell you, I was more nervous about
that appearance than I had ever been
about anything in my entire life. I
think-hope-it
went well. The kids
seemed to respond to what I had to
say, even though I'm sure most of
them hadn't even considered what it
meant to be depressed before I
stepped onto that stage. I spoke for 45
minutes, and after I was through taking questions, I was drained. I walked
down the corridor toward the front
entrance of the school, passing my old
locker, #873. I couldn't remember my
combination, but just being in that
hallway brought me back to my high

school days; times that I still hold near
and dear to my heart.
It wasn't until I finally stepped outside onto the street in front of the
school that it became a big idea. That's
when it hit me. That's when I knew
exactly what I needed to do with my
life going forward. I had to become a
speaker, a mouthpiece, a poster boy
for surviving depression. I had to
share my story.
As soon as I thought of this, a strong
sense of calm rushed through my body.
I felt that the only way I could justify
having suffered from depression for
almost three years was to be able to
share a little of my journey with others.
I knew full well that my journey was
just one of the millions of similar experiences, and that those journeys did not
necessarily have a happy ending.

One statistic really hit me hard: Suicide is the
third leading cause of death among children
ages 10-14. That's crazy, literally and figuratively
and in every other sense of the word!

So here goes: I am but one face of
depression. Depression is the number
one cause of suicide. That's the first
statistic that popped out at me once I
began doing the research necessary to
support my presentation with hard
facts. I studled depression and suicide
and related mental health issues with
the same zeal I'd once brought to my
classes back at Tenafly High School.
(Okay, maybe it wasn't the same zeal,
but it was the grown-up version of it,
at least.) Throughout my research, I
kept coming back to the same questions: Why do people get depressed?
What is clinical depression? What is
bipolar? What is post-traumatic
stress syndrome? I buried my head in
books and scoured the Internet.
You would be amazed at some of
the stuff I learned. Did you know
that, according to the International
Association of Suicide Prevention
(IASP), every 40 seconds somewhere
in our world someone takes his or her
own life? Did you know, again courtesy of the IASP, that there are more
deaths due to suicide than to homicide and war combined? That the
American Association of Suicidology
(AAS) reports that each year in the
United States there are almost twice
as many suicides than homicides?
That Mental Health America (MHA)
cites suicide as the second leading
cause of death on college campuses?
One statistic really hit me hard:
Suicide is the third leading cause of
death among children ages 10-14.
That's crazy, literally and figuratively
and in every other sense of the word!
What can we do about bringing
those numbers down? We must
share our stories! Depression is often
misunderstood and misdiagnosed.
Without question, it's not a popular
topic of discussion. But why is that
the case? Depression is a disease, no
different from other diseases like
cancer, multiple sclerosis, liver disease, heart disease and on and on. It
is nothing to be ashamed of.

I was a guest on XM's Radio
"Oprah and Friends" not long ago.
One of Oprah's best friends, Gayle
King, was hosting that day. Gayle
suggested that there are many wives
angry with their husbands because
they are simply unable to lift themselves up and shake off the cobwebs
and "just snap out of it!"
I responded by saying, "Gayle,
would you be angry with me if I
came home from work one day and
told you I had cancer?"
There was silence. Nobody thinks
of depression in quite this way, but the
bottom line is depression is a disease. It
is not a sign of personal weakness. It's
not something one can will or wish
away. And it's not anything we can
"snap out of." If we could, we would,
but that's not how it works. I don't care
if you are a shift worker at a loading
dock or a top executive at a Fortune
500 company or a reader of BC The
Magazine or the next President of the
United States. (Oh, if you haven't
heard, I'm thinking of making a run
on the Independent ticket.. . just kidding.) Depression has no boundaries
and it really does not care what you do
for a living, where you live or what
religion you practice. It doesn't notice
your gender or the color of your skin.
Depression is an equal opportunity
disease and it's open to all comers. If
you're unlucky enough to experience
depression, it can wreak havoc in your
life and affect all those around you.
Now, my former wife of 18 years
and I have chosen to divorce. She is the
co-author of our book, Morning Has
Broken: A Couple? Journey Through
Depression, which was published by
New American Library in 2006. Of
course, our separation was devastating
to me at first, but I had already danced
with death and I was not about to
tango into the darkness again. At least,
I would fight like hell to make suke
that didn't happen, but the fact is,
you never really know. According to
MHA, if you have had an episode of
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depression once in your lifetime, there is
a 50% chance of falling into depression
again at some point in your life. Two
episodes of depression bring you up to a
70% chance of having another episode
of depression, and if you've had four
episodes of depression, you can be 90%
sure you'll have another. That's downright depressing, don't you think?
Now, when I speak at middle
schools, high schools, companies,
organizations, civic groups and community associations, there are three
"take-away" statements I'd like the
audience to remember:
1. Suicide is a permanent solution to
a temporary problem.
2. Depression is not a sign of personal
weakness; it's a disease.
3. There is hope.
I tell my audiences that if I can
make it to the other side, so can anyone else. But we are led to believe otherwise. Why is it that a disease that
affects the most complex organ in the
body has been pushed under the rug?
Our brains are our control centers. If
they are not functioning properly,
then neither are we! Why is there a
stigma attached to depression? Why
is it not cool to talk about it? Who are
we hiding from? And what, exactly,
are we hiding? Personally, I think we
are hiding from ourselves. A big part
of the disease is denial. Was I in
denial when my family and friends
expressed concern for my well being?
Absolutely! But at the end of the day
their concerns were what finally
saved me.
On a societal level, we need to ask
ourselves what we can do to promote
advocacy and awareness in the mental health arena. We need to reach
out to one another and realize the
world is difficult, but it's exciting too.
We need to surround ourselves with
loving family and friends. Together,
we can chisel away at the negative
taint that has attached to depression
in order to help one another educate,
inspire and embrace life.

I talked constantly about killing myself and it
wasn't just talk. I tempted fate so often it's a
wonder I am still alive.
Recently, my daughter Toby and I
went for a walk. We stopped and sat
down on the edge of our friend's
lawn. As the sun's light flickered
upon her face I noticed a scar underneath her chin. The scar dated back
to my depression, but I hadn't
thought about it in a good, long
while. I asked Toby if she knew how
she got it. She said she didn't. So I
told her the story. I told her that when
daddy had had a "booboo" in his head
I was watching her climbing on a

chair on the outside patio. I asked her
to get down, but she did not listen.
Toby climbed a little too high and the
chair slipped out from underneath
her. She caught her chin on the way
down from her fall and began to
bleed and cry hysterically. I told Toby
that I just sat there. I could not get to
her. I was frozen, paralyzed.
As I thought back to that moment,
I began to cry. Then I told Toby I was
so sorry, as my voice cracked and
tears rolled down my face.

Toby-God
bless her! -got up
and hugged me. She said, "Daddy,
it's okay. I'm fine and you're better
now. Let's wrestle!"
Having just heard my daughter's
words of compassionate wisdom I
thought about how truly fortunate I
am to have her in my life. Every day,
I learn something new from her. We
all need to be open. We can learn
from everybody. We need to be open
to life's possibilities.
Just a few weeks ago, I had the sad
but wonderful opportunity to meet
with Jane Toskovich. If you don't
know Jane maybe you'll remember
that her 17-year-old son Zachary
climbed to the roof of his high school
here in Bergen County and jumped
to his death on February 8, 2007. As
Jane shared her feelings with me
about this absolutely tragic event, she
said, "Phil, my son died from a lacerated lung and liver, but that's not

really what killed him. What killed
him was mental illness."
Mental illness1 Yes, my friends, right
here in our own backyard. Bergen
County, such a beautiful and wonderful place to live and bring up our children. I love Bergen County! I have
been a resident in Bergen County since
1964, when my folks moved from
Brooklyn to Tenafly. Then I spent a
decade in Leonia and now I reside in
Closter. What I'm trying to stress here
is that we can't be in denial. We need to
open our eyes and ears to what is
around us so that together we can all
make a difference.
I'm not trying to preach. I'm just trying to shed some light on a very dark
subject. Maybe, just maybe, I can offer
a ray of hope to an individual reading
this article. Or maybe this article will
catch the attention of a school guidance
counselor, who'll call on me to inspire
his or her students to embrace life and

to reinforce the all-important message
that no one passes through this world
unscathed. However, if you truly
believe, with conviction of the heart
you can overcome almost anything.
Even depression. It's a matter of taking
those stumbling blocks and turning
them into steppingstones!

Phillip Aronson, formerly a principal
in his own advertuing markehizg and communicationsfimn, is a founding partner of
The Initzativefor Dealing with Deprmion
Issues. An author and motivational speaker
on the tqtnc of+m'on/suzcide pre-uention
and awarema, Phil now shares hk stg,
wi'th schoolls, univeysiXes, civivic groups and
cvrporatim around the county. He is allso a
sznger/songtun'ter who p e $ m with his
identical twin, Seth, under the name
Armon Twins. For more mfmtion, visit
unuw.phill$amon.m, tuww.idwdi.com
and www.armont~~'ns.com.
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