Memoir - The Road I Have Traveled 
By William Stride





Chapter One:
Boston is Where I Need to Be



	“You’re trespassing; get out of here now,” the policeman said, gruffly.
 “Hit him!” 
The policeman and I stood face to face on a construction site in downtown Boston; it was very late at night and he had come to get me off the site.
“Hit him!” 
I was horrified at the prospect of actually following through on the command.
“Get out of here right now!” the cop warned.
“Hit him!” the voice inside my head ordered me.
I squared off and threw a punch at the cop, just missing him. With a startled look, the officer stepped back, reaching for his belt.  I was afraid he was going for his gun but he grabbed his walkie-talkie instead.  Terrified, I turned and sprinted down the dark street, running faster than I had ever run in my life.
	A block down the street, I took a hard right and then another right, hoping to double back to my car, but as I sprinted down the sidewalk, a cab screeched to a halt and the driver jumped out.
 “Who are you running from?” he yelled at me, but I kept going.  
	The cabbie then chased me on foot. I was so winded that when he overtook me, I collapsed on the sidewalk, face down.  Three police cruisers screeched to a halt in front of us.  Six cops came at me swearing, as they kicked me in the ribs and head.  One cop slammed his foot into the middle of my back and threw his weight onto it.
	“I can’t breathe!” I screamed. 
	The cop took his foot off my back, and then I was hauled to my feet, handcuffed and loaded into the backseat of a police cruiser.  The door slammed shut, but suddenly another cop opened the backdoor of the cruiser and screamed obscenities at me, then pulled out a rubber blackjack and hit me in the face several times.  After that I was driven to the police station.
	Under the harsh fluorescent lights at the police station, I got a closer look at these men who beat me.  Furious, I cursed them.  The officer in charge of booking suggested that all five of us go to the back parking lot and “settle things.” I knew it would be another gang beating, so I let it go.  When the paperwork was all done, I was taken to Mass General Hospital for stitches, head x-rays and a CAT scan.  
At some point I lost consciousness because I awoke to the sound of steel doors clanking shut and the raised voices of prisoners and policemen; they had transferred me back to the jail.  Too anxious to sleep, I spent the entire night pacing in my cell, with no idea what time it was or when they would let me out.  
	In my restless pacing, I tried to spot where things took the wrong turn that put me here.  Things had not been going right for quite some time, and the pressure was building.  The voices in my head had begun a few months before, but they were especially bad the previous couple of weeks.  Tonight was my first desperate act that said to the world something is not right with me.   During those anxious hours in the cell, I had a feeling that my life would never be the same.
	A commotion in the hallway drew me out of my state of reflection.  Pressing my face against the bars, I could see prisoners being removed from their cells, cuffed and led down the hall.  As my cell door opened, I eagerly stepped forward and held out my wrists for the officer to place handcuffs.  
[bookmark: _GoBack]As the early morning sky filled with light, eight of us were filed out into the back parking lot and loaded into a paddy wagon, then the doors slammed shut and locked us in for a brief ride across town to the courthouse.  At the courthouse we filed out of the truck and entered a service elevator.  From the elevator, we filed down a hallway and into a large room they referred to as the Holding Tank, containing prisoners from jails all over the Boston area. Our handcuffs were removed.
About thirty-five of the meanest, ugliest characters that I have ever laid eyes on shared the tank with me.  One thug approached me to say that if he and I ended up in jail together, he would kill me.  I was speechless. When I did not respond he walked off, and I avoided making eye contact with him after that.
	As the court began session, prisoners were called, in alphabetical order, to speak with an attorney and then go before the Judge.  The day crawled by.  Eight hours later, my name was called, and my court-appointed attorney approached the bars of the tank.  	He asked me some questions and then told me that since I had a job and a college degree that he would ask the judge to release me on my own recognizance.  Minutes later I was in the courtroom standing next to my attorney.   He talked to the judge, and just as he predicted, I was released without bail.  A great load lifted from my shoulders.
	Walking briskly through the streets of Boston, I noticed people staring at me. Glancing in a storefront window, I realized my face was bruised and swollen from being beaten, and my white shirt was covered with dried blood, but there was nothing to do about that until I retrieved my car. Still parked in Boston’s North End, near the construction site, my car was unlocked with the windows rolled down. Glancing in the backseat, I saw all my carpentry tools were still there; I was very lucky.  
	Heading back to my apartment in Somerville, I then showered, shaved and put on clean clothes, before making the phone that I had been dreading. 
“I got into some trouble Boss.” 
“Come into work tomorrow morning,” he said.
	The next morning I awoke up feeling well rested.  While driving north to the job site in Swampscott I was relieved to be returning to work.  As I entered the job site office none of the other guys would look at me—my first clue something was not right.  When my boss motioned for me to step outside I knew that axe was going to fall.  
	He and the other partner had talked on the phone for a long time the night before and had decided to fire me.  A sinking feeling told me this situation could not be remedied, but I pleaded for my job anyway.  My boss could not be swayed, so reluctantly  I gathered my tools, got in my car and drove back to Somerville.  I was devastated to be fired from the job that I loved.
	As I drove, many voices were speaking in my head, voices from people all throughout my life including my own voice.  I could not decide whether or not to obey these voices or if they were just some kind of noise.
	On Friday things were really bad, my anxiety was unbearable and I was going around town doing all kinds of crazy things.  I was in a Laundromat washing clothes and picked a fight with a football player.  We went out on the sidewalk and threw some punches then someone warned, 
“I called the police!”
Getting arrested again was out of the question, so I got in my car and drove off, however, in a brazen move, doubled back to look at the small crowd milling around the Laundromat as the police took statements.
	That evening I completely snapped.  Some guys from my work were trying to talk to me, but I began yelling and throwing punches.  They put me in a car and headed for Cambridge Hospital.  In the emergency room, a doctor started talking to me and offered to examine me, but first, I was to change into the hospital gown he handed me.  After changing, the doctor joined me in a small exam room; we talked for a short time, then he left.  When a hospital worker entered the room and  stepped toward me,  I felt a surge and a voice said,
	 “Hit him!” 
	I punched the orderly and he yelled, fleeing the room.  I was scared and jumped off the cot and raced down the hall and out the fire exit into the street; a hospital policeman followed close behind. As I ran down the sidewalk he called my name:
	“Bill!”
 Something in the quality of his voice, the sound of my own name, caused me to stop and turn. I looked at the officer, and suddenly I felt compelled to return to the hospital.
	He walked me back into the exam room, where the nurses put me into a four-point restraint.  With my wrists and ankles in leather cuffs strapped down to the cot, escape was nearly impossible.   Next they inserted a catheter to get a urine sample.  The procedure was really painful and I wondered if it was retribution for hitting their co-worker.  Left alone after that, I began yelling obscenities. Then I yelled anything that came to mind, carrying on like this for hours until the clock on the wall read five.  I had been yelling all night. Spent, I lay back and finally fell asleep.
	
Still in restraints, I awoke in a small room with an observation window that looked out to the nurse’s station.   They had moved me while I was unconscious.  As I began to stir, a resident came into the room and asked all kinds of questions.  As he rattled off all these questions, I felt as if knives were digging into my gut and I asked him to leave because I found him offensive.  He went back into the nurse’s station and talked to one of the doctors.  Through the glass I heard him say to the doctor,
“He has no insurance, should we send him to Met State?” 
The other doctor nodded, yes.
	Left alone again, I began thinking of ways to escape.  There was a framed print of artwork on the wall above my head.  If I could pull it down and break off a shard of glass, I could cut the straps on my restraints and then make a break for it.  With my right arm I struggled to pull it down.  Someone in the nurse’s station saw my efforts and came in to cinch the straps down tighter.   I started chewing the straps but it would take too long. Relenting, I lay back on the gurney and fell asleep.
	When I awoke, again the room was different. This time I was lying on a plastic covered mattress on the floor of a small empty room.  The floor was covered with different colored pastel linoleum tiles.  To my left, daylight shone through a French window with a heavy steel frame; the panes were made of Plexiglas.  To my right, a door opened to a hallway, where a man sat in a vinyl covered chair, back against the wall.  He held a clipboard and when he saw I was conscious, he wrote something on the clipboard.  
	Down the hallway, I heard raised several voices.  I was in a mental hospital, and I was gripped by a sudden fear they would perform electroshock therapy on me. 
	When the man with the clipboard saw me stirring he motioned to others down the hallway.  Within five minutes a young woman and two men came into the room.  The woman spoke.  
“Hi. My name is Joan and you are in the quiet room on the admissions ward at Metropolitan State Hospital in Waltham, Massachusetts.  How do you feel?”
“I don’t know.”
“Does your head hurt? Are you in any pain?”
“No.”
“Can you tell me your name?”
“Bill. Bill Stride.”
“Okay, Bill. Can you make a verbal contract with me not to hurt anyone or yourself? Do you think you can do that?”
“Yes, I can but I’m kind of afraid.”
“Can you tell me why you are afraid Bill?”
“I don’t want any electroshock therapy.”  
Joan laughed gently. 
“We don’t do that kind of thing Bill. You are not going to receive electroshock therapy.”
 “Okay, that’s good.”
“We are going to give you a medicine called Halodol and that will just help you to rest and feel calm, okay?”
“Okay.”
Then she told me I would stay in the quiet room for now and encouraged me to rest.  For the rest of the day, I just lay on the mattress.
At mealtimes an orderly brought a tray of food and plastic cup of water or juice.  The men’s restroom was across the hall from the quiet room.  When I had to use it they would escort me in and standby while I relieved myself.   All this time there was a mental health worker sitting in the hall watching everything I did and making notes.
On the second night at the hospital, I woke up but it was quite late and all of the lights were off except for the floor lights that people used to navigate when walking to the restroom or nurse’s station.  In the hallway three mental health workers who were supposed to be watching me snoozed in high back chairs they had dragged out of the day hall.  
	Suddenly I became very alert and thought to myself that I must escape from this place.  The ward was on the second floor; a fire escape must lead down to the ground floor.  Then I could slip off into the woods that surrounded the hospital.  Quietly, I got up and moved into the hallway past the three sleeping staff.  
To my right and down the hall I could see the lights from the nurse’s station.  To my left was the men’s dormitory.  Soundlessly, I stalked down the hall looking for the fire exit, but every door and window I tried was locked.  The last door was a red door marked “Fire Exit.” Taking a deep breath I reached out to turn the knob but it was locked too!  Feeling hopeless I went back to the room and lay down on the mattress.  
Too restless to sleep, I got back up and went into the hallway.  One of the mental health workers suddenly woke up and was startled to find me standing over him.  He told me to go lie down and he went to the nurse’s station for a cup of coffee.  I did not lie down but stood there in the hall.  When he returned from the nurse’s station I punched him in the jaw.  He put his hand over his face, stooped over and his coffee spilled all over the floor.  The commotion woke up the other staff, but no one got angry or excited, they simply told me to go lie down, so I did. 
	
The next day, Monday, I met with the “Team”-- a group of doctors, nurses and social workers that managed the ward.  I was a little intimidated by the thought of this meeting but eager to talk to someone about a way out of this place.  
	When the time came to meet with the team, I was taken to a small room with a large table and about ten men and women sitting around it.  I sat down at the end of the table.  The senior doctor, who would also serve as interviewer, sat at my immediate right, and he was the first to speak. 
 “I am Dr. Stodmeyer and this is the team. Together we manage the admissions ward.” 
As Dr. Stodmeyer spoke to me, his face contorted and he seemed very tense and anguished.  He made me nervous. 
“Bill, what is the date?”
“I have no idea what the date is.”
“What month is it?”
“July”
“What year is it?”
“1990.”
“Who is President?”
“George Bush.”
“Very good.”
 “Do you hear voices?”
I thought about it for a minute; it was a very personal question, and I was reluctant to give an answer to someone I didn’t even know.
“Yes.”
“What do they say to you?”
“Sometimes they tell me to hit people.”
“Do you recognize the voices as anyone you know?”
“No.”
“Did they tell you to hit the mental health worker last night?”
“Yes.”
“How long have you been hearing these voices?”
“Six weeks.” I lied.
We talked more and then Dr. Stodmeyer informed me, 
“We are giving you the diagnosis of Schizophrenia.”
“Ha!” I laughed at him.
“You are suffering from command hallucinations; that is a very serious condition.”
Still I was not convinced.
 “We are going to be filing for a six month commitment,” he said, in a quiet tone.
	Suddenly I panicked.
	“I don’t need to be here! I need to be out there living my life!”
	I argued further but they offered me no other option other than to incarcerate and medicate.  A team member suggested I have a friend bring up some books to pass the time.  It was a nice sentiment but of little help.  When the meeting ended I returned to the quiet room and lay on my mattress, entertaining plans to escape.
For several days I lived in the quiet room. They continued to bring me food and regular doses of Haldol, which they explained to me, was an anti-psychotic medication. 
Then one morning  a mental health worker came to the doorway and announced to me that I was going to attend a meeting called goals group.  I had no idea what goals group was but I was relieved that I would be getting out of the quiet room for a while.  He led me down the hallway and brought me into a room with about 30 other patients.  I took a seat.  The group consisted of about half men and half women all sitting in a big circle-- my ward mates.  
	A social worker named Katy facilitated the meeting.  Katy had a high tinny voice and ran group like an elementary school classroom with all the associated rules and regulations.
	That first Group meeting focused on a young woman who had just returned to the ward after an escape.   She told us the story of buying razor blades at a drug store, sitting down in an alley and slitting her wrists.  As she sat there bleeding she had a change of mind. She raced to the nearest pay phone and called an ambulance.  She was taken to an emergency room, stitched up and sent back to admissions.  When she finished the story she sat in her chair sobbing.  The other clients told her how glad they were that she did not go through with it, and it was deeply touching to witness the encouragement and compassion she received from fellow patients.
	When the meeting ended, I returned to the quiet room. Twenty minutes later, a staff member escorted me to the team room.  I talked with Dr. Stodmeyer briefly, then he told me that I no longer had to stay in the quiet room.  The announcement came as a happy surprise; I headed for the day hall.
	In the day hall I selected an empty seat near the window and quietly observed daily life on R-1, the locked ward at Metropolitan State Hospital.  Nearly forty patients filled the room, most of them sitting in chairs pushed up against the wall.  	Some of the clients were talking to each other and some were talking to themselves.  Some were attractive and some hideous; most looked different. Suddenly, a spontaneous tide of mayhem swept through the room and everyone raised their voices, some yelling and cursing.  This spectacle made me afraid for a moment but then I felt something well up inside me, and it was courage.  
I will survive this.
	A man came over and sat down next to me.  He began to tell me things about being in the hospital.  He told me that the clients routinely lie to their psychiatrist about the severity of their symptoms.  They do this to avoid losing off ward privileges, avoid having their medication levels raised and get a quicker discharge.  I told him that the best plan of action is to be honest with the doctors.  He disagreed with me.  
	Sitting across from me was an attractive woman, close to my age.  She was leaning over, concentrating on something.  I stood up, walked over and took the chair beside her.  She was tall, blonde and thin; easily one of the prettiest on the ward.  I said something to her and she held up her left hand, motioning for me to be silent.  I sat silent, waiting for her to say something.  After a while she spoke. 	
“I’m talking to Jesus.” 
I recoiled with disgust but held my silence until I could think of some non-harmful comment to make. 
“How long have you been talking to Jesus?”
 “Since I was sixteen” 
I thought that this was clearly a case of delusion, but I held my tongue.
“What is your name?” I asked. 
“Lilly.”
	A man walked into the day hall clutching a six string guitar that had one string missing.  He was a black man, the only one on the ward.  He sat down across from Lilly and I and began to strum chords to a familiar Elvis Presley song.  When he sang, I thought it was a good Elvis Presley imitation.  When he was done we all clapped and cheered him on.  When he spoke, he sounded just like Elvis.
	After the Elvis songs I went on a brief reconnaissance of  R-1.  The ward consisted of one long hallway with the men’s and women’s dormitories located at opposite ends. The hall way divided the day hall between the smaller smoking room and the much larger t.v. room.  In the smoking room, two large fans were bolted into the window frames which ran for the first fifteen minutes of every hour—the designated smoking time.   The main room had a television set mounted high on the wall and a door that opened to the nurse’s station.  Here the nurses dispensed medication.   Across the hall from the entrance to the ward was the sign-in/sign-out book.
	I went into the television room and walked over to the window.  Outside was the parking lot and covered walkways along the building.  At the far end of the parking lot was a low stone wall and beyond,  a marsh that extended a quarter-mile into the distance.  I studied the steel frame of the French window and tapped my finger on the Plexiglas pane, gauging its thickness.  I studied the cafeteria door.  It was made of steel and would be impossible to force open.  I went to the red fire door that I had found on my second night in the quiet room.  It was also made of steel and there was no opening it.  The main entrance door had a big Plexiglas window on its upper half with windows in the frame on either side.  It was also very solid and could not be forced open, but it occurred to me that it could be kept open.  

